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ABSTRACT 
An empirical case study of the life insurance industry in Hong Kong is made to 
examine labor control strategies in interactive service work organizations, which help 
refine existing theories and generate new conceptual categories in labor process theory. 
Drawing on data from participant observations and ethnographic interviews in a life 
insurance agency office in Hong Kong, I argue that life insurance companies and their 
managers deliberately inculcate agents with a missionary sense and cultivate an altruistic 
work atmosphere to overcome inherent problems arising from the outreaching mode of 
work, the lack of immediate management supervision, the presence of the third parties, i.e. 
the service-recipients, and the high agent turnover rates in the industry. By adopting a 
system of control which I term "ideological control," the conflictual and hierarchical 
relationships between managers and agents and between agents and clients are concealed. 
Agents become self-motivated to continuously provide clients with personalized life 
insurance services, and this helps bring business to the companies. Controlled by the 
ideology of “love, care, and concern，，in the industry, agents are urged to engage in many 
emotion work when dealing with customers. Their performance of emotional labor is not 
only confined to various forms of impression management, surface and deep acting, but is 
also extended to areas of their inner selves, deep feelings, and even their souls. These 
findings enable me to sharpen Arlie Hochschild's (1983) concept of emotional labor and its 
consequences in different interactive service work contexts. I also discover that the 
involvement of service recipients in the work process destabilizes the labor-capital model 
of contestation. Instead of taking for granted the opposition between employers and 
workers, the patterns of struggle for control in the interactive service workplace are 
three-way. Governed by divergent interests and resources, agents, clients, and the life 
insurance companies build up alliances with each other and their alignments of interests 
shift under different situations. Studying the three-way dynamics of control helps refine 
the worker-management dualism in labor process theory and also leads to a more adequate 
understanding of workers' active roles in capital-labor relations that has long been ignored 
in the paradigm. 
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CHAPTER 1 Introduction 
1.1 Empirical Puzzle and Theoretical Questions 
After attending several recruitment seminars organized by life insurance 
companies a few years ago, I have come to realize that the employment situation of life 
insurance agents in Hong Kong are similar to those of the self-employed and independent 
entrepreneurs. Life insurance agents and their upline managers and affiliated life insurance 
companies are not engaged in a straightforward employment relationship; incomes of 
agents are largely derived from sales commission and most part of managers' income are 
overriding commission. Later, joining a university student training program offered by a 
life insurance company in Hong Kong, I was given an opportunity to understand the 
operation of the life insurance business and to participate in the company's activities. In 
participating in various activities and events organized by the company and its several 
agency offices, I felt fascinated and inspired. First, there are year-round comprehensive 
training programs and workshops. Second, the award presentation ceremonies and the 
arrangement of overseas travel incentives are grand and attractive. Third, both company 
and its agents are devoted to several meaningful charitable events and are committed to 
serve their clients lifelong. In addition, there are plenty of job opportunities. Many career 
seminars are held, once or even twice a month. Apart from selling life insurance, agents 
and managers are always urged to refer their friends to join the life insurance industry. The 
work atmosphere is suffiised with altruism and harmony; relationships among agents and 
managers are phrased in brotherhood or partnership metaphors. In sum, the structural 
arrangements and modes of operation of the life insurance companies are contrary to my 
conception of economic organizations as profit-oriented, aiming at maximizing profits and 
minimizing costs, and bureaucratic, treating feelings and emotions as inappropriate. 
Furthermore, when I first approached several agents from different life insurance 
companies for in-depth interviewing, they were without any hesitation and reservation and 
very willing to talk to me, to give me as much information as they could, to tell me about 
their personal backgrounds and working experiences, and to share their feelings and future 
plans with me. At that time, I was shocked by their openness. After all, it was only the first 
time we met and they were more readily engaged than me, a researcher who is supposed, at 
least in the very first place, to take an initiative to warm the interviewees up, to build up 
rapport, and to lead the discussion. 
These empirical findings pose intriguing theoretical questions. At first glance, the 
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life insurance industry is based on a piece-rate system: agents' incomes are solely based on 
their sales performances - how many policies and how much life insurance they can sell. 
Under the piecework incentive system, agents are self-motivated and strive to work hard in 
order to achieve high performance and to succeed in the industry. Under the orthodox 
economic model of man, which assumes that all of us are rational beings aiming at 
maximizing economic interests, it is not necessary for managers to motivate agents. As 
mentioned above, agents are akin to being self-employed and they are working on their 
own just like private entrepreneurs who respond to material incentives as isolated 
individuals. However, in the life insurance industry of Hong Kong, under the overriding 
system, incomes of managers are largely dependent on their agents' sales performance. 
Moreover, the industry is operated under an agency management system, in which all 
agents and mangers work as team members. Most training programs and business-related 
activities, such as road shows, policyholders' seminars, etc., are organized by individual 
agency offices rather than life insurance companies. 
Then, under this agency management system and the special employment 
relationship between life insurance agents and their managers, how do employers and 
managers motivate agents to work as hard as they do? How do they secure their profits and 
overriding commission, obscure the exploitative overriding system, and make agents feel 
committed to work hard? How do workers' interpersonal interactions, the relationships 
between agents and managers, and those among the agents themselves shape their 
responses to the commission systems and their demeaning job? And to what extent, do the 
human relations have an impact on agents' motivation to work? How is cooperation 
among agents and mangers elicited from the employment relationship and agency 
management system in the industry? 
Secondly, under the consideration of maximizing profit, underachievers in 
economic organizations would be terminated immediately and frustrated or emotionally 
unstable workers would be left behind (Fineman 1993a and 1993b; Kanter 1977; Knights 
and Morgan 1991; Whyte 1955). However, life insurance companies and their managers 
are very eager to create a humane work environment to retain agents. Workshops are run 
to help agents manage their stress and deal with other work-related emotional problems. 
Under the principle of economic efficiency, why do life insurance companies retain those 
low performers? How and why do they shape and "intervene" agents' feelings about and 
attitudes toward work? How does the workplace and organizational culture of life 
insurance companies mobilize agents' emotions? How are personal emotions or feelings 
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"organized" in the workplace? 
The questions above, taken together, aim primarily at addressing a sociological 
puzzle: how does management control over agents operate in the life insurance industry of 
Hong Kong? How is the control of work possible? Other sociological questions could 
also be raised at the present case. How and why do life insurance agents sell their selves in 
the process of delivering their services? As mentioned above, personal biographies and 
stories are always drawn on by agents themselves as resources and business capitals to 
obtain trust from and to build relationships with their prospects and clients. Do they resort 
to their real personal selves in the sales process? Or do they just act or play an appropriate 
work role without any identification? How do they perform their impression management? 
To what extent, are personal selves and interpersonal relationships treated as covert 
resources or commodities to get the job done? 
To deal with these questions, I shall reconstruct existing theories of labor process in 
service workplace and suggest a new form of control characterizing interactive service 
work organizations in general and the life insurance industry in particular. Besides, I shall 
examine the actual organizational processes and the strategies of managing workers' selves 
adopted by life insurance companies, their managers, and the agents themselves. 
1.2 Casing a Case: The Life Insurance Industry as a Critical Case for Studying 
the Labor Process in Interactive Service Work Organizations 
I chose to study the life insurance industry not because I thought that it was a 
typical interactive service work organization. Rather, it takes ideological control to an 
extreme, and I am interested in investigating how far ideological indoctrination is an 
effective and comprehensive means of control to interactive service workers. I believe that 
an extreme case best illuminates the processes by which work organizations secure profits 
but obscure control. 
John Walton (1992: 125) claims that a case "is justified by showing not only that it 
pertains to the interpretive issues generated in similar case, but also that it adds something 
to substantiate or, preferably, expand earlier understandings." Accordingly, I argue that the 
life insurance industry of Hong Kong represents both a theoretical and a critical case for 
studying the labor process in interactive service work. But, how does the life insurance 
industry provide a critical "deviant-case analysis" as an interactive service work? 
By identifying several theoretically decisive features of the life insurance industry 
in Hong Kong, which are both general to interactive service work and specific to the 
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industry, and by demonstrating their connections, I aim at invoking a new theory of labor 
control in the service economy and constructing a theoretical model, that enable us to 
understand the labor process in service work organizations. Service workers produce 
service which is, by definition, intangible. Service is produced and consumed 
simultaneously. In interactive service work, the customer is involved in its production. In 
Fast Food’ Fast Talk (1993), Robin Leidner defines interactive service work as work that 
"requires workers to interact directly with customers" (p. 1). Face-to-face or voice-to-voice 
interaction is an important element of the work situation. There are no clear distinctions 
among the product being sold, the work process, and the worker in this kind of work. The 
case of life insurance agents illustrates such distinctive characteristic of interactive service 
work. According to Oakes (1990), they perform two organizational tasks: a distribution 
fiinction and a production function. They are located at the point in the organization at 
which the company's products - financial security policies and plans — are distributed to 
their clients, and also at the point at which services are directly produced. The agents 
deliver several services - providing customers with information about financial security, 
assisting them in assessing their own financial security needs, helping them devise a plan 
for their personal financial security, and advising them concerning the purchase of products 
that will best meet their needs. 
The simultaneous production and consumption of life insurance services and the 
involvement of a third party, that is, service-recipients, in the interaction process 
constitutes the greatest challenge for life insurance companies and their managers to 
control agents. Customer involvement fiindamentally alters the dynamics of the contest 
over control of the work process. Leidner (1996) observes that instead of a struggle 
between two parties whose interests are assumed to be directly contradictory, interactive 
service work presents a more variable three-way pattern. And the assumptions of the 
“resistance model" of workplace control become invalid and the model becomes incapable 
of predicting the behavior of interactive service workers. Agents may have a stake in 
complying with the managerial control strategies and prescribed work routines that 
enhance their capacity to control service recipients or to protect themselves 
psychologically from treatments they consider demeaning (Leidner 1993: 147-57). Or, as 
suggested by Oakes (1990) and observed by me, they may identify more with clients' 
interests which are in conflict with those of their life insurance companies. In the life 
insurance industry, the role of the prospects or customers becomes a key determinant in 
shaping the labor process. How does their involvement in work processes affect the 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 5 
organization of work? 
Moreover, particularly in the life insurance industry of Hong Kong, the entire 
selling process and delivery of services occurs predominantly outside of the immediate 
workplace, that is, the premises of the life insurance company. This outreaching mode of 
interactive service work makes constant and direct management supervision in customer 
service interactions even more problematic. As interactions always take place beyond the 
scope of direct supervision, how do life insurance companies and their managers ensure 
that their agents work properly under recommended marketing strategies and offer high 
quality and professional services to their prospects and clients? 
Besides, as asserted by many sociologists (Hochschild 1983; Leidner 1993; 
Macdonald and Sirianni 1996; etc.)，the most distinctive characteristic of interactive 
service work, as compared to factory and office work, is that it always requires some form 
of “emotion work" (Hochschild 1983). In other words, interactive service workers' selves, 
feelings, and emotions are being incorporated in the production and delivery of service. 
This emotional investment constitutes a major part of their work. My field observations 
confirm that life insurance agents in Hong Kong draw on a greater intensity of personal 
emotions and feelings than workers in other interactive service work. 
In Hong Kong, a Chinese society at heart, topics such as death, illness, or accidents 
are traditionally considered taboo. Also, the life insurance industry has garnered little 
public trust, a fact apparent from many negative news reports concerning the unethical 
practices of life insurance practitioners (Young 1991; Yu 1997). These make most of the 
prospective customers reluctant to open up to life insurance agents, purchase life insurance, 
and resistant to anything related to life insurance. In addition to the intangibility and 
unpopularity of life insurance, the enjoyment of it is unpredictable and seldom occurs 
immediately upon purchase. Because of this host of specific difficulties (as indicated by 
the intangibility, low level of public credence, and difficulty to evaluate its concrete value 
after the purchase of life insurance), relationship marketing is recommended (Lawrence 
and Stephens 1987). Agents are encouraged to engage in relationship-building activities 
which emphasize agent-client interactions and communication. The importance of trust 
and relation-building in selling life insurance is evident when one realizes that agents are 
selling pieces of paper and promises about the fiiture to their clients. In order to obtain trust 
from prospects within a very short period of time, agents have to build up rapport and good 
will with them. This always involves both doing emotional work and developing friendly 
relationships. 
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What is more is that the selling and buying of life insurance is regarded as a 
lifelong commitment for both the agents and the clients. In fact, Kent Grayson (1998) 
suggests that there are two types of exchange situations in services marketing, namely, 
discrete and relational service exchanges. He (1998: 141) uses the example of business 
travelers staying in hotels to illustrate these two categories. Discrete service exchanges 
represent service encounters in which these customers stay at hotels for one night, do not 
expect to come back or to see the service providers again. Whereas relational service 
exchanges are situations in which customers come often to hotels on business, expect to 
return again on business, have interacted with some hotel workers before and probably will 
again. He concludes that customers emphasize more on workers' genuine emotional 
expression and authentic feelings within the context of relational service exchanges than 
that in the discrete ones. Trustworthiness of service providers is also more important in 
relational exchanges. Accordingly, the selling of life insurance is defined as a relational 
service exchange as it involves long-term, high affect, and intimate service encounters. In 
order to understand the private financial situations and security needs of prospects and 
clients and to obtain their trust and rapport, life insurance agents must first express their 
personal deep concern, mostly based upon genuine and sincere feelings, towards 
customers. Provision of such authentic emotional work does not end with the sales 
transaction. Agents have to provide top-quality after-sales services to consolidate good 
relationships with clients so as to ensure that clients would maintain future payments, 
would buy other life insurance products from them in the future, and most importantly, 
would not lapse or surrender their existing policies. Therefore, they have to maintain 
long-term and even personalized relationships with clients. This should require agents' 
emotional investment and real selves. Owing to the importance of trust-building and 
friendship in such relational service exchanges, life insurance managers have to find ways 
to regulate both the self-presentation and real feelings of agents. 
Oakes (1990) summarizes the differences between life insurance agents and other 
interactive service workers. In other interactive service encounters, service-recipients 
enter the sales interaction with some knowledge of the products and a grasp of their 
functions. They may already have made a buying decision, in which case the workers 
merely take orders and transfer goods or services. There is no need to educate customers, 
nor is it important to provide them with a judicious presentation of the complexities that 
must be mastered if they are to make an intelligent purchasing decision. However, for life 
insurance agents, their interactions with prospects and clients are governed by different 
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considerations. Although customers may have some ideas of their financial security needs, 
the understanding of their needs are generally imprecise. They usually lack product 
knowledge and professional expertise to decide which plans fit them most and to 
accurately calculate how much life insurance they need. Moreover, in Hong Kong, 
commercial advertisements and public education programs seldom involve concepts of 
financial protection and security. Such inadequacies evidence that the role of agents is of 
paramount importance as it requires high level of professionalism and creativity on selling. 
What control mechanisms should be developed by life insurance companies and managers 
to supervise their creative and knowledgeable front-line life insurance sales professionals 
in promoting unpopular products to recalcitrant prospects? 
The special employment relationship between agents and managers in life 
insurance industry is the most intriguing part concerning managers' design of labor control 
strategies. As mentioned above, life insurance agents live on their commissions and 
seldom receive basic salary or fringe benefits from their affiliated life insurance companies. 
In addition, part of the commission received by managers is from overriding, i.e. managers 
receive an overriding commission when agents in their sales teams or lines have sold life 
insurance. In other words, managers, to a certain extent, earn their income from their 
downline managers and sales agents. In sum, the superordinate-subordinate relationship 
between agents and managers can be illuminated by the statements of a manager, 
Our relationship is very special. To a certain extent, I am not their 
employer. They do not receive a wage from me. I can't act like a 
boss and use bureaucratic power or authority to force them to work. 
If they are not willing to work hard, I can't terminate them as long 
as they can fulfill the basic requirements of the company. However, 
I have to motivate and encourage them to do as much business as 
possible. (#1, quotation from in-depth interview) 
Without bureaucratic authority, how do managers make agents work? 
Furthermore, the life insurance industry is highly competitive in terms of business 
market share and agents' retention. On the one hand, clients have numerous choices of life 
insurance companies and agents. On the other, the turnover rates in the industry are as high 
as 70 percent for first year agents, according to UMRA�Agen t s can join other life 
1 Life Insurance Marketing Research Association (LIMRA) is an international financial services consultant 
firm. It provides customers with resources for financial services marketing information and distribution 
expertise, which help identify trends, evaluate options, and implement solutions. 
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insurance companies easily as almost all other companies would welcome their transfers. 
As agents are likely to possess their own client lists and more likely to secure loyalty from 
their clients than the life insurance companies themselves, in order to secure profits, life 
insurance companies should retain their agents for retaining clients and business. 
In brief, the selling of life insurance as an interactive service work is characterized 
by: (1) the intangible product nature and high unpredictability in uses, (2) the presence of a 
third party _ clients or prospects, (3) the outreaching mode, (4) the reluctance of 
prospective customers to respond to agents or purchase life insurance, (5) the involvement 
of a long-term emotional and personal relationship between agents and clients, (6) the 
non-authority-based relationship between managers and agents, and (7) high turnover rates 
and transferability of agents to other life insurance companies. Given such characteristics 
in the nature of life insurance industry and its employment relations, how do life insurance 
managers control their agents and motivate them to work as hard as they do? Through 
making it as a theoretical case, a new conceptual category and a new understanding of 
labor control in the life insurance industry can be attained, which have implications for 
interactive service work organizations in general. 
1.3 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
To probe and explicate the labor process of the interactive service work 
organizations in general and the life insurance industry of Hong Kong in particular, I 
develop my analytical framework based upon a critical review of Marxist labor process 
theories and current sociological studies of labor control in interactive service work. Also, 
as mentioned earlier, the role of life insurance agents is of paramount importance: they 
have to build and sustain trusting relationships with prospects and clients, to offer high-end 
services, and to perform lifelong emotional labor. Seeing the importance of the agents to 
maintain rapport with and obtain trust from clients, I turn to Arlie Hochschild's (1983) 
concept of emotional labor to explore how agents manage their selves when performing 
their selling job. By joining fieldwork with agents, I aim to examine how they respond to 
demeaning work situations and to reconstruct their individual agency. 
1.3.1 Marxist Labor Process Theories 
The main theme of the literature on labor process is about labor control: the 
transformation of "labor power" (capacity to work) into "labor" (a fixed amount of labor 
actualized in the production process). Richard Edwards (1979) argues that "the workplace 
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becomes a battleground, as employers attempt to extract the maximum effort from workers 
and workers necessarily resist their bosses' impositions" (p. 13). The workplace is depicted 
as a contested terrain largely shaped by conflicts between employers and workers. 
Facing chronic resistance to compel production, employers over the years have 
attempted to resolve the matter by reorganizing and revolutionizing the labor process itself. 
Profits remain to be their goal. Their strategies aim at establishing structures of control at 
work. That is, capitalists have attempted to organize production in such a way as to 
minimize worker' opportunities for resistance and even alter workers' perceptions of the 
desirability of opposition (p. 16). 
Accordingly, Edwards identifies three main types of control used by employers to 
direct, evaluate, and reward or punish workers, namely, direct (or simple) control, technical 
control, and bureaucratic control. Under the system of simple control, employers exercise 
power openly, arbitrarily, and personally. Such control formed the organizational basis of 
the 19th century firms and continues today in small enterprises of competitive industries. 
Technical control is a control mechanism embedded in the physical technology of the firm 
and designed into the very machines and other physical apparatus of the workplace. 
Bureaucratic control is effected through the social organization of the enterprise, through 
the contrived social relations of production at the point of production. These last two 
systems of control constitute “structural” forms of control, in the sense that the exercise of 
power becomes institutionalized in the very structure of the firm and is thus made 
impersonal. According to Edwards (1979: 18), "systems of control in the firms have 
undergone dramatic changes in response to changes in the firm's size, operations, and 
environment and in the workers' success in imposing their own goals at the workplace.... 
E]ach transformation occurred as a resolution of intensifying conflict and contradiction in 
the firm's operations." It can be concluded that systems of control represent forms of 
organization of work which aim at exerting managerial control over workers and 
minimizing the possibility of workers' resistance to employers' control of their labor 
power. 
However, this deterministic description of the perpetual conflictual relationship 
between employers and workers has been criticized by Michael Burawoy. In 
Manufacturing Consent (1979), Burawoy disputes the control-resistance dualism in labor 
process paradigm by showing how management and workers are involved in relations not 
only of conflict but also of co-operation. Instead of a deterministic antagonistic class 
relation between workers and capitalists, consent might be generated at the point of 
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production. He explains how employers have been able, continuously and simultaneously, 
to secure increasing surplus value and to obscure the exploitative character of their control 
over the labor process. For example, the introduction of a shop-floor-induced "game" of 
"making-out" (that is, maximizing bonus pay-out) ensures high levels of workers' 
productivity. Both workers and employers develop a "cooperative" relationship in the 
continual pursuit of profit. Participation in the shop-floor game allows workers to, on the 
one hand, get material rewards from the bonus-system and on the other, obtain a sense of 
job autonomy and choice as they can go "goldbricking" (hanging around the shopfloor) 
after fulfilling their daily production "quota". In sum, Burawoy points out that industrial 
organization is a setting in which informal work group norms are generated and interpreted 
by the workers themselves as their active control over the production process. Harmony 
and consent are manufactured among workers in the interests of their bosses, that is, the 
capitalists. 
How are these two radically different perspectives of labor process analysis 
relevant to an understanding of labor control in the life insurance industry of Hong Kong? 
Do life insurance companies or managers adopt what Edwards (1979) terms "simple", 
"technical", and/ or "bureaucratic" forms of control to supervise and sanction agents? Or, 
as Burawoy (1979) suggests, do they elicit consent and cooperation from agents to 
advance their profits or overriding commission? In sum, how is labor control carried out in 
the life insurance industry in Hong Kong? 
1.3.2 Labor Control in Interactive Service Work 
Before turning to a discussion of the labor process in Hong Kong's life insurance 
industry, we must note that both Richard Edwards' (1979) and Michael Burawoy，s (1979) 
analyses are developed upon the model of mass production in the manufacturing sector. 
Their discussion neglects the existence of the third party, service recipients, a key 
determinant in shaping the labor process in service jobs. The addition of the clients or 
customers to interactive service work destabilizes the central binary of workers versus 
employers. The labor process relationship, hence, becomes a triangular interaction that 
complicates attempts to theorize management control strategies and that opens up a new 
contested terrain of management-labor struggle. 
As shown by current sociological studies of interactive service work (for example, 
Leidner 1991, 1993, and 1996; Macdonald and Sirianni 1996), a primary problem for 
management in this kind of work is how to direct, control, and monitor customer service 
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interactions without disrupting them. Macdonald and Sirianni (1996: 6) state that 
"constant personal supervision in these cases would not only frequently be inefficient，but 
would present the risk of 'spoiling' the product: the service relationship." Instead, they 
suggest that managerial attempts to control and supervise the labor process must change 
when the work under supervision entails not the assembly of a product but the creation and 
maintenance of a service relationship (p. 5). In disentangling the labor control mechanism, 
Leidner (1993: 87) discovers that the nature of customer service interactions in selling life 
insurance requires flexibility and spontaneity from agents. In respond to these natures of 
life insurance industry, management tends to adopt a diverse and sophisticated labor 
control strategy which she terms as "routinization by transformation." The management of 
Combined Insurance, a case discussed in Leidner，s (1993) work, understands that selling 
life insurance always involves lengthier, more complex, and more varied interactions. 
Extensive routinization of agents' work is inappropriate and likely to be detested by 
customers. Agents are allowed discretion to customize their work in response to various 
and unpredictable clients' behaviors and requirements. Moreover, the distinctive 
characteristics of life insurance industry mentioned earlier, such as the reliance on agents to 
find prospects and persuade them to become clients, the absence of immediate supervision 
from managers, and the resistance and hostility of prospective customers, make 
routinization or standardization of work extremely difficult. All these demonstrate that 
simple, technical, and bureaucratic labor control systems are inadequate to maximize the 
transformation of agents' labor power into labor. Besides, the absence of bureaucratic 
power or authority renders managers incapable of forcing agents to work or work hard. 
Facing the inescapable element of discretion in the agents' work, Combined 
Insurance exerts control by shaping their personalities and habits of thinking. It 
appropriates the self of agents both on and off the job. As described by Leidner (1993: 
98-120), Combined Insurance's agents, on the one hand, are cultivated by the Positive 
Mental Attitude (PMA) to overcome habits of negativity and to be made more optimistic, 
confident, and enthusiastic, and on the other, are taught how to carry out their jobs through 
three closely related practices: (1) scripting, (2) instruction about proper movement, body 
language, and intonation, and (3) attitudinal training, all of which attempt to standardize 
agents' job performance. Both the PMA and standardized training at Combined Insurance 
not only change the ways agents interact with people on the job, but also reshape their 
self-perceptions and the ways they approach life. According to Leidner (1993), what is 
more pertinent is the fact that the strategies of routinization through transformation need 
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not be experienced by workers as organizational control at all; it may be interpreted and 
perceived by workers as their choice and autonomy to exercise control over themselves 
and their customers. 
However, I would argue that such transformative training is not sufficient to 
remake agents into the type of employees who are totally committed to their jobs and 
would remain in the company or at least in the industry for life. The high turnover rates at 
Combined Insurance reveal the weaknesses of the PMA and standardized (transformative) 
training in controlling and directing agents according to the company's ways and reflect 
agents' resistance to Combined Insurance. The circumstances at Combined Insurance (for 
example, its failure to turn new recruits into life insurance professionals, its failure in 
dealing with high turnover rates, and its reluctance to encourage agents to develop their 
own loyal customer base) suggest to me that Leidner's description of labor process in 
interactive service work is far from being comprehensive. Combined Insurance's training 
is incapable of completely transforming agents' selves; its management control over agents 
falls short of maximizing the exploitation of labor (to sell as many as the agents can) and 
minimizing the possibility of agents' resistance (to leave the life insurance industry or to 
transfer to other life insurance companies). 
In Charismatic Capitalism (1989), Biggart explores the strategies of control in 
network direct selling organizations (DSOs) in America. The organizational structures of 
DSOs are similar to those of life insurance companies in Hong Kong: earnings are 
commission-based, relationships between uplines and downlines are phrased in familial 
metaphors, emphasis is placed upon the moral superiority of products and the act of selling, 
etc. She argues that since DSOs cannot rely on bureaucratic control, harnessing emotions, 
associating organizational action with a transcendental morality, emphasizing the 
superiority of teamwork, and awarding "go-give" (help each other out) behaviors 
constitute important business strategies. Therefore, she concludes that DSOs are 
developed on the basis of value rationality, rather than on economic rationality. According 
to Max Weber (quoted from Biggart 1989: 101), value rationality is a belief not in 
efficiency or profitability, but in a substantive ideal or goal such as "duty, honor, the pursuit 
of beauty, a religious call, personal loyalty, or the importance of some 'cause' no matter in 
what it consists." These organizational ideals serve both as a basis of commitment for the 
members and as a guide to action within the organizations. To explicate the labor control 
mechanism in DSOs, Biggart (1989: 128) resorts to Weber's answer of the logic of 
organizational power and obedience: "inner justifications" and "external means" of control. 
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“By inner justifications Weber meant the beliefs, values, and moral codes that appeal to 
people's emotions and intellect ... By external means he meant organizational 
arrangements such as administrators and the material implements necessary for carrying 
out orders" (p. 128). In brief, Biggart successfully demonstrates that many DSOs are 
founded on organizational ideologies and holistic belief systems. Anew self is created for 
distributors and they come to believe that the products and their act of selling as a 
contribution to world harmony and as a manifestation of a superior way of life. The 
control strategies of DSOs are obscured as an expression of beliefs and enthusiasm and 
distributors scarcely conceive of these controlling mechanisms as manipulative. 
Nevertheless, Biggart overlooks the working conditions of distributors and the 
organizational arrangements of DSOs which render the ideological indoctrination 
incomplete. As she describes (1989), DSO distributors largely work alone and only come 
together voluntarily for meetings and other annual events. If a great many of them hardly 
ever see anyone in the corporate offices, how can we believe that it is the missionary 
characters and moral aspects of DSO ideology that facilitate the transformation of 
distributors into people who are totally committed to the organizations? It is dubious 
whether the new selves are created in the immediate work organizations. It is difficult to 
assess the effectiveness of institutionalized ideologies and beliefs of DSOs in transforming 
their distributors. Even worse, she overlooks the exceptionally high labor attrition rate in 
the direct selling industry, which averages no less than 100 per cent a year (Biggart 1989: 
156). The high turnover rates probably indicate the failure of DSOs ideology and beliefs as 
mechanisms for amassing commitment. Their organizational ideology and charismatic 
domination are less than able to create devoted distributors of the direct selling industry. 
Accordingly, it is hardly to believe that a new self is successfully created by DSOs. Those 
who have left the industry evidence the defects of DSOs' ideologies to transform all 
distributors. Indeed the totalizing influence of organizations that even seeks to "advise" 
couples on their sexual habits in order to enhance work performance may not always 
generate the kind of consent that Biggart assumes. Her oversight is inevitable as her 
research solely focuses on the successful cases - those who work dedicatedly and stay in 
the industry. Those interviewed and observed by Biggart represent the partial success of 
the ideological indoctrination by DSOs managers and trainers. In fact, she ignores those 
who left the industry, those who are resistant, and those who are losers or underachievers in 
the organizations, all of which might illuminate the failure of DSOs，controlling 
mechanisms in transforming most of the distributors. 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 14 
Seeing the less than comprehensive and immediate organizational control at both 
Combined Insurance and DSOs, I would illustrate how the labor control strategies are not 
only built into the very sense of what it is to be a life insurance agent in Hong Kong — a 
private and independent entrepreneur and a missionary sales personnel - but also 
continually and permanently imposed, (re)produced, and reinforced in the immediate 
organizational settings of life insurance companies and the everyday interactions among 
agents and managers themselves. What management strategies do life insurance 
companies design and adopt in order to make agents identify their personal goals and 
values with those of their managers, commit themselves to the affiliated companies, and 
provide clients with quality on-the-sales and after-sales services even after facing repeated 
rejections and when no longer receiving commissions? As I will further demonstrate, the 
control system in the life insurance industry can also be regarded as a structural form of 
labor control. Like both technical and bureaucratic systems of control, under this new 
form of control, the exercise of management control towards agents is institutionalized and 
built upon the organizational structure, work arrangement, agency culture, and everyday 
interactions among agents themselves. It becomes impersonal and reduces possibility of 
agents' resistance. In addition, I would explore what impacts the involvement of service 
recipients in work process has on the management control strategies and workplace 
dynamics. How do management and workers respond to unpredictable service encounters? 
Under the interactive service work context, how do we understand labor-capital dualism 
derived from the standard model of contestation? How does the divergence of interests 
and resources among the three parties shape the struggle for control in service workplace? 
In short, I attempt to recast the standard model of power dynamics to illuminate the 
patterns of control in interactive service work. 
1.3.3 Emotional Labor in Interactive Service Work Context 
It has been fully documented (Grayson 1998; Hochschild 1983; Leidner 1995; 
Pierce 1995; etc.) that interactive service work calls for, in the part of the workers, a great 
deal of emotional labor, which means the conscious manipulation of workers' 
self-presentation to display feeling states and to create feeling states in others. Realizing 
the inseparability of the worker, the work process, and the product being sold, employers 
extend their control efforts to workers' internal lives and strive hard to regulate workers' 
attitudes, behaviors, as well as feelings. According to Hochschild (1983: 7), emotional 
labor means "the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily 
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display" which is done and put into the public place and is sold for a wage thereby 
embodying an exchange or market value. The significance of her work lies in pinpointing 
similarities as well as differences among mental, physical or manual, and emotional labor 
in work. The concept highlights the demands on emotional management of the people 
working in the human assembly line in the expanding service sector of the post-industrial 
society. Employers exploit not only workers' mental and physical strengths, but also their 
emotional capacity to work. Workers' private feelings are suppressed so as to be in tune 
with organizationally accepted norms, an example being flight attendants who must be 
respectful and hospitable when serving passengers even they actually feel bored and 
unsympathetic (Hochschild 1983). This emotional management, once largely a private act, 
has come to be engineered by work organizations, where it is now performed for a wage 
and under the control of employers. This further suggests that human private feelings are 
exploited and commercialized to boost the profits of capitalists. Workers' private emotions 
become a commodity when they enter the market sector and are bought and sold as an 
aspect of labor power. In sum, emotional labor requires workers (1) to induce or suppress 
feeling in order to sustain the outward appearance that produces the "proper" state of mind 
in service-recipients and (2) to publicly display an emotion that workers may not 
necessarily feel (Hochschild 1983). It is performed through surface, deep, or method 
acting, or the expression of genuine emotions. 
Surface acting involves simulating emotions that are not actually felt, which is 
accomplished by careful presentation of verbal and nonverbal clues, such as facial 
expressions, gestures, and voice tones. It is the form of acting typically discussed as 
impression management, i.e. actively attempting to direct one's behavior toward others in 
order to evoke a suitable interactive stance. It constitutes the basis of Erving Goffman's 
(1959) dramaturgical analysis of everyday encounters, in which actors directly manage 
their behavioral expressions, displaying emotions differing from those felt, and in so doing 
deceive others but not themselves. By contrast, in deep acting, actors deceive themselves 
as much as deceiving others. They consciously and deliberately manage their feelings 
from which expression can follow. These actors attempt to actually experience or feel the 
emotions that they wish to display. They "psyche themselves up" for the appropriate work 
role and into experiencing the desired emotions. Feelings are actively induced, suppressed, 
or shaped. Hochschild (1983: 38-42) depicts two avenues for deep acting: (1) exhorting 
feelings, whereby one actively attempts to evoke or suppress an emotion and (2) trained 
imagination, whereby one actively evokes thoughts, images, and memories to recall 
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associated feelings and to induce "appropriate" emotions (which is called method acting). 
These activities in deep acting or “psyche themselves up" are achieved by using “emotion 
memories" - memories that recall feelings. In brief, surface acting focuses directly on 
one's outward behaviors whereas deep acting, on one's inner feelings, which in turn 
indirectly provokes the manipulation of behaviors. 
Indeed, the requirement to perform this emotional labor is more prevalent for 
service workers, such as flight attendants (Hochschild 1983), waitresses (Paules 1996 and 
1991; Whyte 1962), paralegals and attorneys (Pierce 1996 and 1995), insurance agents 
(Leidner 1993 and 1991), than for non-service workers, for example, computer technicians 
and assembly line workers. According to Hochschild (1983: 149), service occupations 
requiring emotional labor have three characteristics: (1) workers have face-to-face or 
voice-to-voice contact with the public, (2) workers have to produce an emotional state in 
their service-recipients — servitude, pleasing, and complacence in the case of flight 
attendants, for example, and (3) employers are allowed, through training and supervision, 
to exercise a degree of control over employees' appearance, attitudes, behaviors, and even 
emotional selves. Under such descriptions, the selling of life insurance in Hong Kong 
undoubtedly involves emotional labor. As mentioned in the previous section, in contrast to 
Combined Insurance's reluctance to encourage agents to build up their own clientele, the 
life insurance industry in Hong Kong emphasizes relationship marketing and a permanent 
servicing relationship. Agents have to develop a longstanding and ongoing relationship 
with prospects and clients, to serve them lifelong and to help them alter their coverage as 
financial and family situations change. 
Given that selling life insurance involves a relational service exchange over a 
lifelong duration, how do agents perform their emotional work when dealing with 
customers? Do life insurance companies and managers successfully impose the 
appropriate feelings and emotional rules on them? It is puzzling whether life insurance 
agents perform surface or deep acting when interacting with their prospects and clients. 
After all, agents earn incomes from selling life insurance and the commercial idiom of life 
insurance agents (their ultimate purpose is to produce business and to generate 
commissions) is dominant. Are the mastery of impression management and skills in 
role-playing sufficient for their presentation as dedicated and benevolent life insurance 
professionals? Do agents engage in different levels of emotional labor when dealing with 
customers from different markets or sources? Under what conditions, do they perform 
deep acting and express their genuine emotions? What emotion memories and private 
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resources do they call upon and put into use in sales activities? I attempt to identify various 
situations in which agents do different emotional labor. Furthermore, I will argue that the 
selling of life insurance demonstrates an intense form of the commercialization of 
individual souls, interpersonal trust, and human relations in the pursuit of commission and 
profit. 
1.3.4 The Deterministic Description on the Negative Consequences of Emotional 
Labor 
With the expansion of and the fierce competition within service industry, it is 
concluded (Fineman 1993a; Hochschild 1983; Pierce 1995 and 1996; Wharton 1993 and 
1996; etc.) that demands on emotional management of workers have increased. 
Hochschild (1983) compares the blue-collar working class of Marx's era with the 
middle-class workers in the service industry in her time. She claims (p.7) that "a change in 
the nature of work’，is connected to a "change in the potential cost of work to the workers". 
These service workers, which are termed as “emotional proletariat" (Macdonald and 
Sirianni 1996: 3), whose emotions are constantly managed by their employers for 
commercial purposes, might become estranged from their own feelings and emotions, 
much like the alienation of factory workers from the actions of their bodies and the 
products of their labor, as portrayed by Marx. They experience a new kind of alienation in 
which they are alienated and estranged from an aspect of self. As emotional labor draws 
on a source of the self that we honor as deep and integral to our individuality, the 
underlying problem with this employer-regulated emotional work is that it diminishes 
workers' opportunities for self-direction and initiative. Moreover, managerial expectations 
for certain types of emotional expression can compel service providers to express emotions 
that they do not truly feel. They might, hence, encounter problems of managing the 
disjuncture between actions and feelings and have difficulty in experiencing themselves as 
authentic when off the job, for they have lost track of which feelings are their own (Leidner 
1993). 
As mentioned earlier, engaging in deep acting, flight attendants would also suffer 
from pernicious psychological stresses by conforming to organizationally prescribed 
feelings and display rules and doing emotional management at work (Hochschild 1983). 
The implications of suppressing the selves and serving others for these flight attendants 
who might have otherwise wished to resist are "self-abnegation" and "depersonalization" 
(p. 184). Their sustained performance of emotional labor engenders their inability to feel 
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emotions, which creates a sense of strain termed as "emotive dissonance" by Hochschild 
(1983: 90). This discrepancy or dissonance might cause the individual to feel false and 
hypocritical. In brief, the excessive emotional demands in deep acting performed by flight 
attendants create role stress, foster questions about authenticity, raise problems of identity, 
and cause emotional exhaustion.^ It might further lead to self-alienation as they lose touch 
with their authentic selves and might impair their ability to recognize or even experience 
genuine emotions. 
Although the occupational focus of previous studies on emotional labor 
(Hochschild 1983; Leidner 1993; Maslach 1982; Paules 1996; Pierce 1995 and 1996; 
Rafaeli and Sutton 1987; Sutton 1991; Van Mannen and Kunda 1989; Whyte 1962) varies, 
many share Hochschild's (1983) approach to understanding its consequences. Central to 
this approach is the view that the performance of emotional labor is potentially 
psychologically damaging, implicitly and explicitly sustaining the claim that frontline 
service work has affective costs for workers. Performing emotional labor, service workers 
would experience a dimension of work that is seldom recognized, rarely honored, and 
almost never taken into account by employers as a source of on-the-job stress (Hochschild 
1983: 153). In sum, it is regarded as "shadow labor," an unseen effort that does not quite 
count as labor but is nevertheless crucial to getting work done. 
In her response to Hochschild, Wouters (1989) rejects the claim that 
institutionally regulated emotional management is necessarily experienced as an assault on 
workers' private selves. Instead, she argues that Hochschild's preoccupation with the 
"costs" of emotion work not only leads to a one-sided and moralistic interpretation of the 
working conditions of flight attendants, but also underestimates the potential benefits of 
emotional labor and hampers understanding of the joy the job may bring. Ashforth and 
Humphrey (1993) and Leidner (1991 and 1993) suggest that emotional labor may actually 
make interactions more predictable and help workers avoid embarrassing interpersonal 
problems, which, in turn, help reduce stress and increase satisfaction. Hence, we should 
pay attention to factors that may mediate the conflicting effects of emotional labor and 
search for an accurate description of the lives of these service workers. 
In the life insurance industry, how does an autonomous work situation as 
characterized by the outreaching mode of selling life insurance and the 
non-employer-employee relationship between managers and agents help lessen the 
2 Emotional exhaustion or burnout represents an emotional drain on workers who are unable to separate 
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psychological cost of emotional labor on agents? Does significant job involvement really 
increase their risks of emotional exhaustion? Or does it enhance their emotional 
well-being and increase job satisfaction when agents believe that they help others solve 
financial problems and promote the idea of “love, care, and concern"? Does the ideology 
serve as a source of emotional well-being, provide agents with a sense of belongingness, 
empowerment, and self-esteem? 
My account aims at improving upon researchers' deterministic depiction of the 
negative consequences of emotional labor, which denies the individual agency of life 
insurance agents in resisting prescribed feeling rules, developing self-defensive 
mechanisms, and enjoying autonomy, and which neglects the benefits of emotional labor 
in accomplishing tasks effectively, avoiding pain, earning more money (but also the 
employers', managers', and company's), enacting their gender roles and confirming their 
gender identities, and obtaining job satisfaction (praise from clients and co-workers in the 
life insurance industry) and other social recognition. By examining actual working 
situations of life insurance agents, I attempt to identify conditions in which their personal 
and psychological well-being is enhanced. Do management dicta on workers' emotions 
and feelings expose them to alienation and burnout? Does emotional labor incapacitate 
their authentic feelings and personal selves? I will further investigate how consent, 
resistance, autonomy, and self-defensive mechanisms are produced in the immediate 
workplace of the life insurance industry. 
1.3.5 The Missing Subject in Labor Process Theory 
Leidner's (1993) and Biggart's (1989) studies, on insurance agents and direct sales 
distributors respectively, both advance that inner means of control, such as PMA and 
organizational ideologies and holistic belief systems, create for workers a new self. 
Service workers are transformed into subjects who discipline themselves and behave in 
employer-prescribed ways, even when they are no longer under immediate management 
supervision. Nevertheless, as I have argued, the high turnover rates in the two industries 
evidence the fact that their analyses are overly optimistic about the success and 
effectiveness of transformative controlling mechanisms. Theirs are, indeed, deterministic 
arguments that reflect and reinforce a neglect of individual agency. 
As noted by critics of labor process theories (Collinson 1992; Knights 1990; 
themselves from their work role. 
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Knights and Morgan 1991), the inability to theorize workers' subjectivities represents a 
major weakness of the paradigm. In the paradigm (Leidner 1993; Biggart 1989; etc.), 
organizational actors are depicted as mere objects of the societies and corporations they 
constitute. The absence of the elements of agency and subjectivity in work organizations 
inevitably handicaps theories from fully exploring the dynamics of work processes that 
incorporates the strategies, practices, and rationalizations of workers and employers. 
Bringing subject into our analysis of labor process has the potential to transform and enrich 
our sociological understanding of how workers make sense of their work conditions. Only 
with a more adequate concept of "subject" can we retrieve the labor process debate from 
the critique. 
In the interactive service work context, characterized by the existence of service 
recipients and the impossibility of employers to intervene in worker-customer interactions, 
how do we reconstruct the missing-subject theory of labor control? Recognizing the fact 
that service workers' subjectivities are at the heart of their employers' efforts to control the 
process (Knights and Morgan 1991; Leidner 1996; Wharton 1996), how do we examine 
the workplace struggles for control grounded in the workers' selves? My study aims at 
critically elaborating and extending the existing labor process debate to explore workers' 
subjectivities under the management control process. In particular, I attempt to examine 
the interrelationship between subjectivity, resistance, compliance, and consent in the 
interactive service workplace. Instead of taking for granted the positive impacts of 
transformative strategies on service workers, I would like to evaluate the effectiveness of 
ideological system of control in the life insurance industry. Do agents comply with the 
organizational goals and beliefs by taking on the role of missionary sales personnel? Or do 
they resent their affiliated companies? How do agents feel in the face of humiliation, 
insults, and abuse? How do they interpret such maltreatment from customers? Do they 
creatively and actively design and adopt self-defensive mechanisms to improve their work 
conditions? Why do some agents leave the industry? 
Furthermore, under the special employment relationship and outreaching mode of 
work, life insurance companies and managers may have trouble to persuade agents that 
their own interests, those of the companies and managers, and those of prospects and 
clients coincide. Although management's strategies for controlling agents are many, 
powerful, and overwhelming, agents and clients may collude and try to exercise control 
over service interactions. The management control system may be unable to guarantee 
that all interactions proceed smoothly. It is also impossible to avoid transactions that are 
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not to the best interests of the companies and their managers. In brief, it is unclear whether 
the three parties have common or opposed interests and to what extent. Therefore, I 
examine how the dynamics of the three-way pattern of control take place. Under what 
situations and after what considerations, do agents ally with clients at the expense of the 
company? And when do they side with managers to gain an upper hand in sales interviews? 
By focusing on the agents' subjective interpretations of their own work, we are able to 
theorize the willing compliance and active resistance of the life insurance agents within 
their workplace. 
1.3.6 Gender, Work, and Identity 
Collinson (1992) concludes that gender is central to the investigation of the 
conditions and effects of control, resistance, consent, and subjectivities in organizations. 
As evidenced by research on gender and work (Biggart 1989; Collinson 1992; Hochschild 
1983; Leidner 1993; Pierce 1995), workers are more likely to work hard and to value their 
jobs when they perceive their roles as congruent with proper gender enactment. For 
example, as extended by Knights (1990: 313), the success in the manufacture of consent 
and the eliciting of cooperation at Allied Corporation in Burawoy's (1979) study greatly 
lies in the masculine character of the "making out" game as it is “readily identified with the 
ideology of masculine prowess and the macho sense of being in control of externalities in 
the material world". This manly factory culture not only provides male workers with an 
outlet for accumulated anger and frustration in their subordination to their employers, but 
also affirms and elevates their masculine identities as male workers. In brief, the game 
gives them ways to attain empowerment and an impression of independence and control. 
These male workers' sense of job autonomy, satisfaction, dignity, and self-worth are 
derived from achieving targets and bonuses by competently doing an arduous job. Their 
masculine subjectivity is actually associated with the tough physical labor and hard, 
practical, and down-to-earth livelihood, which indicate male endurance and integrity. 
In a similar vein, female paralegals in Pierce's (1995) study are tolerant of stressful 
work conditions and subordination to male attorneys as they are given opportunities to 
perform feminine emotional labor - being deferential and carrying out caretaking duties. 
In the first component, being deferential involves not only a facial display of subservience 
but also an emotional one as well. These female legal assistants are expected to show 
deference by averting eye contacts, suppressing negative feelings such as anger and 
irritation, and making the attorneys they work with feel competent, knowledgeable, and 
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powerful. These behaviors and demeanors help reflect and reinforce the hierarchical 
relationship between the two parties — the attorney as the authority and the paralegal, the 
subordinate. The second component of emotional labor — care-taking - also echoes the 
attorney-paralegal structural hierarchy: the attorney is the recipient of care while the 
paralegal is the giver. Apart from being cheerful and smiling all the time to induce a joyful 
feeling, these female workers are required to alleviate the anxiety of the attorneys they 
work with, by patiently listening to all their work-related pressures and worries, gently 
asking questions, and offering assurance. This relational and feminine style of emotional 
labor performed by female paralegals, in fact, offers them opportunities to enact gender in 
a socially appropriate and therefore satisfying way. Biggart (1989) also concludes that it is 
the nurturing character of and intimate personal relationships in DSOs which attract so 
many women. These studies confirm that consent to the organizational processes is always 
gendered. 
Other studies on workers in sex-atypical professions (Allan 1993; Leidner 1993; 
Martin 1988; Williams 1993; Williams and Villemez 1993) suggest that work 
definitions that prevent workers from enacting gender in ways that make them feel 
comfortable are resented and may contribute to workers' decisions to limit their 
investment in energy, effort, and self-identification with their jobs. These workers might 
even use various strategies to maintain their gender identities in sex-atypical jobs by 
reinterpreting their work and behaving in ways within their "gender-appropriate" 
domain. For instance, Leidner (1993) discovers that although male insurance agents at 
Combined Insurance are employed in a demeaning occupation and treated as objects of 
contempt and loathing, they gain satisfaction by assigning masculine characteristics 
such as aggressiveness, confidence, persistence and endurance to their job. This 
demonstrates that when jobs offer the opportunity to enact gender in a socially 
prescribed ways, workers would regard them as personally satisfying, regardless of the 
objective affective demands and skill requirements. Hochschild's (1983) study on flight 
attendants reveals that the same job can be quite different for a woman from that it is for 
a man. Female workers serve as airline "shock absorbers," placating and soothing 
mishandled passengers in ways that protect the company from potential complaints. On 
the contrary, their male counterparts are used as authority figures, charging with tasks 
such as managing "uncontrolled" passengers or settling differences between occupants 
of different seats. These previous researches share a common point that work affords 
individuals the resources for "doing gender", which is fused with doing the work itself. 
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Through fieldwork and interviewing, I attempt to examine, among women and 
men, the links between gender identity and job satisfaction or resistance. How do agents 
reinterpret their soul-destroying job? Do male agents draw on images of masculine 
power and competence to negotiate significant power in relation to prospects and clients? 
Do their female counterparts perform feminine emotional work as a way of "doing 
gender"? Are there any gender differences in adopting resistance strategies? Do female 
and male agents have similar ways of consenting to, feeling autonomous in, and being 
satisfied with their work? Or how do they make sense of their selling job by relating to 
their gender roles and identities? How do they redefine their service encounters in 
reconciliation with their sense of maleness and femaleness? 
1.4 The Research 
To explicate the labor process in the life insurance industry and to explore how 
agents carried out their work, I gained access to a life insurance company, Mutual Trust 
(pseudonym). While there are over ten agency offices or teams in this company, only the 
largest one, composing of almost 200 agents and managers, is selected for observation and 
study. The agency office is called Synergy (pseudonym). In addition, sales agents and 
managers of other agency offices and other companies were interviewed and observed to 
obtain more comprehensive information. 
Most of my study at Mutual Trust, or specifically, at Synergy, was conducted 
• • 3 
between June and August 1999. During this period, I was an observer-as-participant and 
interacted with the agents and managers both inside and outside of their office (as the 
selling of life insurance always takes place outside of agents' offices). I received 
permission from the director of Synergy to study the work of its life insurance agents and 
managers and was assigned an office space similar to that of a life insurance consultant. 
Entering the field, I introduced myself as a postgraduate student in Sociology doing 
research on the work lives of life insurance agents and managers. After stating the 
objectives and methods of my study, I guaranteed my informants that all the personal 
information would be kept confidential and their names held anonymous. 4 As I observed, 
3 As an observer-as-participant, I identified myself as a researcher and interacted with the agents and 
managers in their workplace, making no pretense of actually being a participant For the definition of 
observer-as-participant, see Babbie 1992, p.298. 
4 Although my identity as a researcher collecting data was known to agents and managers, I strive to ensure 
that all the data and conversation were genuine. I did not naively believe in the words of my informants. In 
fact, the long process of staying in the field enabled me to verify all information Even more, sometimes, I 
made an attempt to "silence" my role as a researcher and acted as their fiiends to share agents' and 
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agents were interested in my research on their industry and many of them volunteered their 
views both formally in in-depth interviews and informally in private conversations. 
Participant observation and in-depth interviewing provide the methodological 
framework for my research. I investigated management control at two levels: first, I 
examined the organizational goals and management strategies of both Mutual Trust and 
Synergy through participating in their training programs, motivational workshops, and the 
agency assemblies and functions. I also interviewed managers in top management rank to 
understand their rationales and interpretations of everything related to the industry. Second, 
I investigated how agents and managers carried out their work and dealt with their 
customers by joining their selling and recruiting interviews. Through talking to and 
observing them at work, I learned how they made sense of their selling job and interpreted 
their work relationship with managers and Mutual Trust. 
During the whole period, I "reported duty" daily (from Monday to Saturday) just 
like agents and managers at Synergy. Apart from attending the compulsory morning 
assemblies, drilling sessions, and agency functions and activities, whenever I had spare 
time, I joined selling workshops, motivational meetings, and different kinds of assemblies 
offered by Mutual Trust and Synergy. Attended by agents and managers from different 
agency offices at Mutual Trust, these activities enabled me to get to know many agents and 
managers, hear about their job experiences, and learn how they were trained to think and to 
act "properly". This pushed me to look further into the interactions among managers and 
agents themselves. Having observed the small-group and one-to-one discussions and 
meetings hosted by managers for their agents, I realized how the cultivation of ideology 
was done in the service workplace. In addition, I spent a great deal of time hanging around 
their offices, listening to and talking to agents and managers. As I sat next to many agents, 
I could even overhear their conversation among each other and with their clients. I also 
socialized with agents, managers, and secretaries at lunch and tea breaks and attended most 
of their agency and company functions, such as road shows, recruitment seminars, 
policyholder seminars, closing dinners, quarterly review meetings, awards presentation 
ceremonies, etc. Informal talks and casual conversations supplemented fieldwork and 
structured interviews. Agents felt more comfortable and less defensive telling me their 
viewpoints, concerns, and feelings, which allowed me to learn about their deep selves and 
inner feelings regarding their selling j ob • 
managers' work experiences and feelings. 
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From July 1999 onwards, apart from continuing my participation in training 
programs and various workshops, with requests and permission, I joined fieldwork and 
went out on sales calls with some agents and managers. I joined a total of twenty-nine 
selling interviews and twelve recruiting interviews. In these interviews, I was introduced 
to customers as a trainee who wanted to leam selling techniques on-the-job. The prospects 
and clients in these selling interviews were the only participants who did not know that I 
was collecting data. Joining agents in fieldwork gave me ample opportunities to talk to 
them informally and probe more into their deep feelings concerning the interpretations of 
their job. Most agents and managers would take an initiative in explaining to me their 
ways and feelings when dealing and interacting with their clients. What is more is that 
observing and participating in their selling interviews enabled me to evaluate the 
effectiveness of management control over agents. It fiirther revealed to me that agents and 
managers interacted with their customers and interpreted their selling job in ways which 
were different or even opposed to the organizational and management dicta. This helped 
me understand the complex workplace dynamics among the three parties, i.e. employers, 
agents, and service-recipients, and reconstruct a model that could accurately depict the 
three-way dynamics of control. 
While fieldwork allowed me to explore how management control strategies were 
carried out at work, more systematic in-depth interviews gave me insights concerning the 
subjective interpretations and work experiences of agents and managers. In February 2000, 
I conducted in-depth interviews at Synergy. A total of fourteen agents and managers, in 
different ranks and with different years of working experiences in the industry, were 
interviewed. All interviews lasted around an hour and were held at the offices of agents 
and managers or in training rooms. To minimize the uneasiness of informants and to 
maximize the authenticity of the conversations, I did not tape-record the interviews. 
Instead, I took brief notes in front of interviewees and elaborated upon the field notes 
immediately after interviews. Interviews followed roughly the same format, beginning 
with my questions about their work conditions and then moving on to a discussion about 
their feelings regarding their job, including both satisfaction and frustration, often 
illustrated with concrete examples. Some former agents were also interviewed to explore 
how they perceived and interpreted their former work as life insurance agents, which 
added to my knowledge about both the turnover issue and control strategies in the industry. 
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1.5 Overview of the Thesis 
In the chapter that follows, I give a brief introduction to the life insurance industry 
in Hong Kong and highlight its distinctive features, namely independent agency 
management system, the commission and overriding systems, competitive market 
environment, negative public perceptions, high agent turnover, etc. Next, in Chapter 3,1 
show why and how life insurance companies and their managers inculcate agents with a 
mind of success, dedicatory persona, and altruistic ideas. Such corporate ideology and 
culture, termed as an ideological system of control, enlists agents' consent and cooperation, 
obscures the control mechanisms and hierarchical relationship between agents and 
managers, and secures organizational profits. In addition, these management strategies 
help lessen the appalling turnover rates and overcome the inherent difficulties of direct and 
legitimate supervision in service encounters. Ideological control is constructed to 
understand the control mechanism in interactive service work. 
Chapter 4 provides descriptions and analyses of how agents and managers perform 
their work. Apart from depicting agents' sales encounters and their interactions with 
prospects and clients, I illustrate how and why they engage in different levels of emotional 
labor under different situations. Having internalized the organizational ideologies and 
management dicta, agents put their hearts and even souls into clients, which poses both 
social and psychological sufferings on agents. By identifying different forms of emotional 
labor and their different levels of negative consequences, I attempt to sharpen Arlie 
Hochschild's (1983) concept of emotional labor. 
As Chapter 5 shows, agents do not passively adopt the ideologies and beliefs 
promoted at Mutual Trust and Synergy, but actively respond to their work conditions and 
dilemmas. My field data and in-depth interviews evidence that agents have a high level of 
autonomy and control over their work. With the outreaching mode of work, they have 
large discretionary power in conducting their sales encounters. The commission system 
and entrepreneurialism allow them to ally with either managers or clients at different times 
in order to maximize their benefits. The three-way dynamics of control at Mutual Trust 
and Synergy widen our understanding of the workplace struggle, which helps recast the 
labor-capital resistance model derived from the manufacturing sector. Agents create many 
negotiation opportunities and develop various strategies of resistance, evidencing their 
individual agency. It is further revealed how agents deliberately interpret and perceive 
their job of selling life insurance as an accommodation and maintenance of their gender 
identities. 
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CHAPTER 2 An Overview of Life Insurance 
Industry in Hong Kong 
According to government statistics (Census and Statistics Department 1998; 
Hong Kong Trade Development Council 1999), the contribution of the service sector 
to the Gross Domestic Product increased from 69.2 per cent in 1986 to 85.2 per cent 
in 1997. It accounts for the lion's share of economic contribution to Hong Kong. 
Concomitantly, the service sector becomes a principal source of employment. Over 
the past decade, its total employment has increased remarkably from 55.6 per cent in 
1987 to 79.3 per cent in 1997. In 1997, the service sector as a whole employed 
2.50 million persons out of the 3.15 million work force. With over 80 per cent of 
our GDP and almost 80 per cent of our work force attributable to services, it is a 
truism to say that Hong Kong is a service-oriented economy. Among the four 
major industry groups in the service sector (including wholesale, retail and import/ 
export trades, restaurants and hotels; transport, storage and communications; 
financing insurance, real estate and business services; and community, social and 
personal services (Census and Statistics Department 1998), the insurance industry is 
a significant part of Hong Kong's financial services and its growth rate has been 
phenomenal in recent years. The general insurance industry i has expanded in 
parallel to the growth in commerce and industry while rising incomes and a growing 
awareness of the value of individual financial security and planning have helped 
boost the demand for life insurance. The total gross premium income of the 
insurance industry has increased at an average annual rate of 16.16 per cent since 
1983, a rate roughly comparable to the GDP growth rate of 15 per cent during the 
same period (Yu 1997). In 1998, the gross premium income of US$6.95 billion 
represented 4.2 per cent of the territory's GDP for that year (Office of the 
Commissioner of Insurance 1999). 
A further decomposition of the insurance industry into two broad categories 
of life and general insurance reveals a difference between the two sectors. The life 
insurance sector^ experienced a more rapid growth between 1983 and 1995 than did 
the general insurance sector: the average growth rate of gross premium in general 
1 General insurance includes property damage business, motor vehicle, general liability, ship, etc. (Yu 
1997). 
2 Life insurance sector denotes long term insurance business which includes (1) individual life, (2) 
group life, (3) retirement scheme, (4) annuity, and (5) permanent health (Office of the Commissioner 
of Insurance 1999). 
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insurance was 12 per cent while the comparable figure for life insurance was 34.01 
per cent (Yu 1997). In 1998, the life insurance industry contributed about US$4.65 
billion (2.8 per cent of the GDP) with an annual growth rate reaching 11.5 per cent 
(Office of the Commissioner of Insurance 1999). The increasing demand for life 
insurance is understandable: with the lack of a comprehensive social security system 
in Hong Kong, individuals naturally turn to life insurance to shield themselves 
financially from contingencies (Young 1991). Besides, its use as a savings 
component of individuals' financial portfolio is likely to increase as standard of 
living improves. 
To prepare for my analysis of the labor control mechanisms of the life 
insurance industry and the sales activities of their agents in subsequent chapters, here 
I will give an overview of the industry in the local context: life insurance market, 
organizational structure, employment relationship, service nature, commission 
system, and public perception of the industry. As the present study aims at 
investigating the labor process of interactive service work organizations in general 
and the life insurance industry in particular, my discussion is restricted to the scope 
of life insurance selling to individuals only. Group life insurance is outside the 
scope of this study. It is highly possible that people who may benefit from group 
life insurance have never met the sales agents. It is simply a fringe benefit tacked 
on to the compensation package. Since this research is interested in the labor 
control strategies imposed by life insurance companies on their agents to facilitate 
the relationship building with clients and the production of business, examination of 
the selling activities of group life insurance is not included. 
2.1 Life Insurance Market in Hong Kong 
Among various sectors of long term or life insurance business, individual life 
business constituted the most important line of business, with premiums in force 
amounted to US$3.38 billion, representing 72.8 per cent of total long-term business 
in 1998 with a growth of 14.6 per cent from 1997 (Office of the Commissioner of 
Insurance 1999). The number of policies attained 3.8 million cases which covered 
56.5 per cent of the population of Hong Kong (on the assumption that one person 
holds one policy). In spite of its high growth rate, the individual life insurance 
market is underdeveloped as evidenced by the low penetration rate (number of 
in-force policies against population) and low density (premiums per capita of 
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in-force policies) compared to other developed economies (OECD 1999; Office of 
the Commission of Insurance 1999; Yu 1997)3. ^^ stated by a general manager of 
corporate affairs at National Mutual Asia Limited (quoted from Hong Kong Trade 
Development Council 1997: 15), in the area of life insurance, there are only around 
55 per cent of the population having insurance. Even those that have insurance are 
grossly under-covered; the annual premiums per capita of in-force policies in 1998 
were US$448 (Office of the Commissioner of Insurance 1999). The premiums 
people pay in Hong Kong as a percentage of the GDP are low (which was at 2.1 per 
cent in 1998) by world standard, which is similar to America twenty years ago. 
Seeing the immense potential of the life insurance market, many life 
insurance companies have drastically expanded while several overseas insurers have 
set up their subsidiaries, branches, or regional offices in Hong Kong (Wong 1991; Yu 
1997). According to the annual report of the Office of the Commissioner of 
Insurance (1999), there were 63 insurers authorized to carry out long term business 
in 1998, of which 45 of them solely performed long term business while the 
remaining 18 companies performed both long term and general business. A list of 
these 63 authorized long-term insurers is shown in Appendix 1. A total of 37,878 
insurance agents^ registered with the Insurance Agents Registration Board in 
September 1999 (Office of the Commissioner of Insurance 1999). Among them, 
31,552 agents performed both general and long-term business while 6,326 only 
performed the long term one. In recent years, banks have begun to operate their 
own insurance business. 
Apart from the rapid growth of the life insurance industry in recent years, it is 
characterized by a high degree of concentration, with the market being dominated by 
few insurers. In December 1998, the top four life insurers (out of 56 insurers) 
(excluding Lloyd's, four pure reinsurers, and two insurers being deauthorized 
subsequently) had a total of US$2.78 billion premium in force (out of US$4.65 
billion) and captured 59.8 per cent of the long term insurance market (Office of the 
Commissioner of Insurance 1999). Whereas the 25 insurers lowest in ranking 
3 For example, in 1997, the penetration rates were over 60 per cent in developed countries, such as 
France, Switzerland, United Kingdom, which are all widely recognized as welfare states with 
sufficient social security (OECD 1999). 
4 Insurance agent refers to a person who advises on or arranges contracts of insurance as the agent of 
an insurer. To act as an insurance agent, a person is required to be appointed by an insurer and 
registered with the Insurance Agents Registration Board established under the Hong Kong Federation 
of Insurers. 
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represented only 0.9 per cent of the market. 
Before highlighting other features of life insurance industry in Hong Kong, 
a definition of life insurance is in order here. Life insurance is a long-term business 
concerned not only with insuring the lives of individuals, but also with providing for 
financial coverage against contingencies, such as accident, illness, or disability. In 
a typical life insurance policy, a policy holder contracts with an insurance company 
to pay a premium periodically in return for an annuity or a lump sum payment in the 
event of the maturity of the policy, disablement, or death. It relieves policyholders 
of many of the uncertainties in life. 
The premium of the policy is computed on the health and age of the 
policyholder, against the average mortality rate of the population. Two basic 
methods for providing pure life insurance protection to individuals are the renewable 
term method (temporary insurance) and level premium method (permanent life 
insurance). The former method provides life insurance for a period of time. The 
insured is entitled to renew the policy when the contract expires with no evidence of 
insurability required. It contains no savings component. The pure premium for 
renewable term insurance is determined by the death rate at each attained age; it 
increases as the individual gets older. The premium increase is gradual during the 
early years, but it rises sharply during the later years and it tends to increase at an 
accelerating rate. On the contrary, under the level premium method, premiums stay 
constant and so not increase with age, and the insured has lifetime protection to age 
100. For the permanent life insurance, it has both investment and profit-sharing 
elements. 
2.2 Organizational Structure: Agency Management System 
The organizational structure of the life insurance industry in Hong Kong 
adopts an agency management system. Life insurance companies are composed of 
several agency offices or teams. Since agents are not given any salary from their 
affiliated companies, their relationship with the companies is contractual and, in the 
present case, termed as partnership. These independent agents, in fact, are 
independent business persons who own and finance their agency and business 
operation costs (such as transportation, souvenirs, name cards, etc.) and are 
compensated through commissions. The companies play a supportive role in 
providing basic marketing and management training to agents and managers, in 
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recruitment, in advertising both companies and products, in product design, in 
formulating basic organizational and promotion policies, and in offering 
underwriting, claims, and customer services. The agency offices or teams are 
independent as they are responsible for recruiting almost all of their own agents and 
managers, conducting more elaborate training, organizing agency assemblies and 
activities, setting rules and regulations such as working hours and schedules, and 
promoting their own business such as holding policyholders' seminars and road 
shows. Almost all personnel practices such as recruitment, promotion, and 
termination of agents and managers are decided by senior managers or directors of 
agency offices. The company is only informed of the decisions taken by individual 
teams afterwards. To a certain extent, the agency offices are managed and 
supervised by themselves and the companies cannot intervene their internal 
administration system, provided that they could meet the production and manpower 
requirements prescribed by the affiliated companies and they do not commit 
unethical practices. In sum, an agency office is like a private business organization 
which has its own administrative arrangements, management strategies, and 
organizational goals. 
In agency offices, there are successive layers of agency management, which 
can be broken down hierarchically into units, branches, or districts, with the former 
groups acting under the latter's supervision. Above the life insurance consultants 
are the assistant unit managers, the unit managers, the senior unit managers, the 
branch managers, and the district managers. The marketing operation is to be 
supervised by a district manager. After amassing sufficient experience, a district 
manager can be promoted to district director and even senior district director. The 
agency hierarchy of life insurance companies is shown in Appendix 2. Managers 
not only sell products themselves, but are also in charge of recruiting, training, and 
managing agents. Managers receive a certain percentage of commission of the 
agents they recruit. In this paper, an agent is defined as an individual performing 
the selling job. Although managers are engaged in tasks such as recruiting, training, 
and agency management, they have to run their business and to fulfill the minimum 
sales production requirement of life insurance companies. Therefore, I include all 
directors, managers, assistant managers, and financial consultants as agents. Only 
when I refer to supervisory or management relationship between uplines and 
downlines, I would name them as managers and agents respectively. 
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As shown in Appendix 2, there are two career paths in the life insurance 
industry: agency management path (the right side) and career agent path (the left 
side). The hierarchy of the former is elaborated in the last paragraph. All new 
comers to the industry start at the position of life insurance consultant. They have 
to attend compulsory training courses offered by their affiliated companies and have 
to pass an examination in order to obtain their license. After fulfilling the 
promotion requirements prescribed by their companies, they can be promoted. But 
at this point, they can choose either agency management or career agent as their 
career path. Their job natures are different as occupants in the former path are 
required to build up their own units, branches, and districts while those in the latter 
only need to concentrate on their life insurance sales business. In the path of 
agency management, the more senior the managers become, the fewer the sales job 
they are expected to perform. Agents and managers in both paths receive same 
rates of commission, though managers in agency management path obtain overriding 
commission from their downlines. 
Furthermore, life insurance industry is characterized by its independent and 
flexible system. There are plenty of job openings in all ranks of agency offices. 
The main feature of the industry (which makes it distinctive) is that it is a very open 
labor market. Almost all promotion opportunities are opened to competition from 
job occupants of very diverse background. Only work performance and experience 
are taken into account in job promotion. Work performance is well-defined, which 
is measured in terms of business production and team development. An agent 
explained to me, 
Our career destiny is controlled by ourselves. The 
promotion system is very fair and it is written in rules. If 
you meet the requirements, you can automatically get 
promoted. There are unlimited spaces in upper ranks. All 
other non-bureaucratic factors, such as educational level and 
personal connection, are irrelevant. Our actual performance 
is scrutinized by all of the others. (#39, quotations from 
in-depth interview) 
Apart from the management and administrative independence of agency 
offices, life insurance industry adopts an apprenticeship system. Upline managers 
of agents are called personal coach as most selling, recruiting, and management 
skills and techniques are taught by direct managers. Managers are wholly 
responsible for cultivating the agents they recruit and for their success and failure. 
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They are expected to join field work with their downline agents and managers for 
selling and recruiting interviews, to demonstrate the correct techniques and refine 
their skills, to monitor their sales, recruitment, and management performances, to 
solve their work-related problems and emotional turbulences, and in sum to serve as 
good coaches. In return, managers are compensated through override. 
As agents only receive sales commission or override in case of managers, 
they are regarded as private entrepreneurs with their own clientele. Although 
clients purchase life insurance products of life insurance companies, the ownership 
of the client list belongs to agents themselves, instead of the companies. In fact, the 
production of client lists is done by agents, not companies. According to many 
experienced agents and managers, since life insurance selling is primarily a people's 
business^ in Hong Kong, most clients identify more with agents than the companies 
and agents are more likely to own client list. (This point will be elaborated in detail 
later in this chapter.) When agents leave their companies, they might divert their 
customers to another life insurance companies. It might hurt the original life 
insurers as some existing and potential business would be lost. Therefore, it is of 
vital importance to retain productive agents and managers and their client lists. 
2.3 The Commission System 
Agents' principal source of income is sales commission, which is derived 
from premiums that purchasers of insurance pay on their policies. Rates of 
commission vary, depending on the type of policy purchased. The policy favored 
by agents is, of course, whole-life, which carries the highest first-year and longer 
period of commission. Although there may be some variation from company to 
company, in general the agents who sell the policy receive around 50 per cent of the 
first-year premium incomes, their immediate upline managers receive 15 per cent, 
and the managers of the uplines receive smaller percentage. The percentage of the 
commission received by upline managers is called an "override." During the next 
few years of in-force policies, the agents concerned and their upline managers get a 
declining rate of commission. 
Since life insurance agents are paid on commission basis, their income 
5 People's business is a term which depicts the fact that most people buy life insurance for the purpose 
of doing their agent-fhend a favor (Yu 1997). The financial success of an agent lies more in the 
social network he or she is able to cultivate. The personality, the social skills，and the network 
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potential is (theoretically) unlimited and can be highly rewarding. According to 
1997 Manpower Survey Report (Vocational Training Council 1997)，the median 
monthly income of life insurance agents was US$2,000 to US$2,600. Yu (1997) 
fijrther stated that the annual income of an agent with five years of experience could 
be as high as US$130,000; an experienced and successful manager could allegedly 
command an annual income of over US$1,300,000. 
2.4 Nature of Services and Public Perception of the Industry 
As mentioned repeatedly above, life insurance is neither a tangible good nor 
a service of which the enjoyment follows immediately upon purchase. And, most 
part of the service delivery, such as financial analysis and package design, is 
produced and consumed simultaneously. Unlike other consumer products or 
financial products such as banking and financial market investments, insurance 
companies' quality of service cannot be evaluated until their customers make their 
claims. Between the time that clients buy insurance and the time they actually use 
the services they have bought, there is a long period of inactivity during which they 
may need repeated assurance of the reliability of the product. Life insurance selling 
also involves a lengthy process. It takes much time to go through the steps of 
prospecting to closing and follow-up. Owing to its intangibility, inability to assess 
its usefulness immediately after purchase, the involvement of long-term process, and 
the competitive market environment, relationship marketing is emphasized. 
In addition, according to official statistics (Office of the Commissioner of 
Insurance 1999)，the overall voluntary termination rate^ of individual life insurance 
policies was 11.2 per cent in 1998. It fiirther illustrates that the rate is the highest in 
the first policy year (19.4 per cent) and begins to decline continuously (12.9 per cent 
in the second policy year and 7 per cent in the third and thereafter). An experienced 
manager told me that the life insurance companies earn nothing in the first few years 
of in-force whole life policies as most of the premium incomes are paid to agents as 
both commission and override. The companies begin to earn profits in the fifth or 
sixth year of in-force policies. It implies that if policies are terminated by clients in 
the first few years, life insurance companies lose commission to their agents and 
surrounding an agent are his or her biggest assets (Young 1991). 
6 Voluntary termination rate refers to the ratio of the number of policies lapsed or surrendered during 
the year to the mean number of policies in force and is a measure of the persistency of business. 
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managers. In order to keep in-force polices from termination, life insurance 
companies emphasize the quality of after-sales services of agents; they organize 
workshops to tell agents the benefits of maintaining good and personalized 
relationship with clients, to teach them how to serve clients, etc. Agents also strive 
to retain their clients as termination of policies in the first few years would adversely 
affect their persistency ratio, thus their bonus and their commission incomes. In 
sum, building and maintaining good will and friendship with clients constitute an 
important task for life insurance agents. 
What is more is that to many families in Hong Kong, life insurance is not 
only insurance which functions as risk transfer and management; it has a savings 
component as well. Life insurance issues are thus not purely insurance issues. 
They have to be considered in conjunction with other investment decisions. This 
issue of trustworthiness is more relevant in the life insurance business than in other 
areas of insurance. In the case of life insurance (as in particular to the case of life 
insurance combined with pensions, which was more prevalent before 2000 as there 
was no availability of comprehensive retirement pension scheme), contracts over 
long periods of time are difficult to rescind without incurring heavy penalties. 
Acquiring the knowledge necessary to interpret contracts is very costly to the insured, 
which must rely on the reputation of the insurer. For these reasons, good reputation 
of life insurance companies can inspire more confidence in their clients and 
prospects. However, as suggested by marketing personnels (Hong Kong Trade 
Development Council 1997), what clients evaluate is how they are treated, which 
means the experiences of face-to-face and voice-to-voice interaction they have with 
the front line workers of service firms. Agents become vitally important as most 
clients and prospects do not interact with life insurance companies directly but rather 
deal with agents. As confirmed by Oakes (1990), prospects will buy a policy only 
if they first buy the trustworthiness of the agents. To be successful, agents have to 
establish solid relationships with clients and to sell themselves and their integrity 
before they try to sell a product. 
Nevertheless, life insurance agents are continuously regarded as an inferior 
profession with little social respect (Oakes 1990; Young 1991; Yu 1997). In the 
local context, the negative public perception is related to low formal educational 
requirements and professional qualifications, lack of government regulatory 
framework, and unpopularity of agents as evidenced by the prevalence of complaints 
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and use of high pressure selling techniques. The competitive market environment 
leads to exceptionally high agent turnover rates. In general, the life insurance 
industry is plagued by high agent turnover rates. The average rates were 49 per 
cent in 1997.7 clients receive little personalized services once their agents leave 
the companies or the industry. Even worse, they are not informed, do not know 
their new servicing agents, but continue to pay premiums. Life insurance people 
call them orphan cases. In sum, it is not easy to convince the general public that 
life insurance companies and agents bring them with long-term service, dedication, 
protection, and commitment. 
2.5 My Cases: Mutual Trust and Synergy 
Mutual Trust (pseudonym) is a subsidiary of a foreign life insurance 
company set up in Hong Kong in the late 1980s. At present, there are various 
subsidiaries and branch offices operating worldwide, with more than 12,000 agents. 
In Hong Kong, it provides a wide range of individual life insurance, such as whole 
life, term, health, and accident insurance. Its aims are to provide clients with 
professional and quality services, to give agents a balanced life, and to become the 
most respected life insurance company in Hong Kong. Comparing to other 
well-known life insurance companies, it is a small company which occupies 2 per 
cent of the market share. It is a middle-rank (in term of market share) life insurance 
company in Hong Kong. Although it is not large, it is similar to other companies in 
terms of marketing strategies, recruitment and training practices, and both 
organizational and agency hierarchies. During the period of my field observation, 
there were over 10 agency offices (teams), with almost 750 agents at Mutual Trust. 
The sizes of agency offices vary, ranging from 25 to over 150 persons engaged. 
Each agency office was managed by branch directors or managers and was 
composed of managers and agents in different ranks. They have their own names 
and cultures. As mentioned earlier, the relationship between Mutual Trust and its 
agency offices is regarded as a partnership. They are independent from the 
management and supervision of Mutual Trust. The turnover rates of Mutual Trust 
between January 1998 and August 1999 were 42.2 per cent, which were a little bit 
7 According to the General Household Survey conducted in 1998 (Census and Statistics Department 
1999), the rate of displaced service workers and shop sales workers was 3.4 per cent while the rate of 
displaced workers in all occupations was 2.9 per cent. 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 37 
lower than those of the industry. 
Among all agency offices at Mutual Trust, I chose Synergy (pseudonym) as 
my main target of research because it represents a developed agency office in terms 
of management system, agency hierarchy, daily administrative arrangements, and 
both marketing and recruitment activities. In mid 1999, there were almost 200 
agents at Synergy and the size increased to around 250 in the end of the year. The 
agent turnover was smaller, compared to both Mutual Trust and the whole industry, 
which was 25 per cent in 1998 and 1999. It was established as evidenced by the 
fact that there were agents and managers in each rank, with a dozen of branch and 
district managers leading a huge agency office. Apart from participating in various 
agency fiinctions, each branch or unit organize its own training programs, sharing 
sessions, motivational assemblies, and leisure activities. From my field observation, 
Synergy has a strong team spirit. Support, co-operation, and teamwork are always 
emphasized. Agents and managers are committed to both excellence and 
professionalism. They strive to build a warm and harmonious working atmosphere. 
Most of them are young and energetic, who are between mid-twenties and thirties 
and share common values, visions, and personal goals. Their relationship is 
intimate and there are many social gatherings organized by themselves during 
holidays. 
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CHAPTER 3 Ideological Control in Life Insurance Industry 
As emphasized in the literature review, labor control refers to the transformation of 
labor power into labor; the capitalists attempt to organize work so as to maximize the 
exploitation of labor and to minimize the degree of workers' resistance. In the life 
insurance industry, how does this labor process operate? In answering this question, I shall 
first explain how the managers and trainers intervene agents' sales interactions with their 
clients by inculcating the superiority of dedicatory ethics and the moral mission to serve 
and contribute to the society, and second, illustrate how life insurance companies and 
managers create a work atmosphere or workplace culture which shapes the attitudes of 
agents and their interaction among each other by cultivating the beliefs of altruism, 
partnership, and entrepreneurialism. 
3.1 Comprehensive and Ail-Round Training: Teaching Practical Sales Techniques 
and Cultivating a "Mind of Success" 
All new sales agents have to attend a training program offered by their affiliated 
life insurance companies in order to get a license to market life insurance. At Mutual Trust, 
new agents receive a one-month basic training followed by a series of follow-up 
workshops during their first year. The training course aims mainly at briefing new agents 
about product knowledge and teaching them sales techniques. Product knowledge 
includes features of various life insurance products marketed by Mutual Trust, the benefits 
to the clients, and the different needs and interests addressed. Whereas sales techniques 
refer to the main strategies and tactics for marketing these life insurance products: looking 
for prospective customers, approaching prospects and asking for interviews, diagnosing 
their financial and insurance situation, creating life insurance needs, presenting life 
insurance plans and urging prospects to sign applications for the purchase of the products, 
answering enquiries and handling objections, giving after-sales services (such as 
delivering policies, reviewing clients' insurance situation every year, saying "hi" regularly, 
and sending cards and other insurance information, etc.), and obtaining referrals. Apart 
from learning factual knowledge and selling techniques, agents are required to participate 
in role-play sessions — one trainee playing the prospect and another, the agent. 
After completing the one-month training offered by Mutual Trust, agents join 
more elaborate training in their affiliated agencies. At Synergy, all new agents have to 
participate in a three-month elementary drilling workshop. Small groups, each consisting 
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of four to five new agents and an experienced agent or manager, are formed to allow new 
agents to practice the skills they have learned in company training classes, such as 
telephone approach, first interview, closing interview, handling objections, etc. They are 
given and told to memorize various scripts to help them understand how to perform each 
step of approaching and interviewing prospects. Usually, real cases are presented and 
agents rehearse their selling interviews with each other. The other agents would play the 
role of clients to give objections and raise questions. After the rehearsal, managers and 
agents would give comments (both positive and negative, but must be constructive) and 
suggestions to the agents concerned in order to help them refine the selling techniques and 
move on to the next step smoothly. Furthermore, managers would develop hypothetical 
selling situations for agents to discuss and rehearse how to handle different kinds of 
prospects and to answer objections. 
However, equipping new agents with comprehensive product knowledge and 
marketing tactics cannot guarantee that they would be willing to work hard or would 
succeed in the industry. According to experienced managers, good working attitudes and 
persistence are crucial for career success in the life insurance industry. In the industry, 
there is an acronym, "KASH" (Knowledge, Attitude, Skills, and Habit), regarded as 
prescriptions for success. Among these factors, attitude is the most critical in determining 
an agent's level of success in the industry. A trainer explains to me that knowledge, skills, 
and habit can be taught and learned while attitude needs to be cultivated and internalized 
continuously. Good attitude includes having a positive mind, setting a clear and 
achievable goal, showing commitment and a determination to succeed, etc. In order to 
make sure that new agents have a “proper^ ’ mindset and attitude, Synergy arranges a series 
of follow-up training workshops. These drilling programs are not only intended to 
improve the marketing techniques of the agents, but, more importantly, to develop in them 
a winning personality and to prepare them for the tough road in the sales career. 
For example, in the follow-up training, the senior managers of Synergy would, 
apart from further enhancing agents' skills in various steps of the selling cycle (prospecting, 
telephone approach, first interview, closing interview, handling objections, and getting 
referrals), cover topics such as mind-setting and attitude-training. Unlike the Positive 
Mental Attitude philosophy developed at Combined Insurance (Leidner 1993: 100-1), 
agents at Synergy do not cheer or shout optimistic slogans several times every day as these 
acts are perceived as ridiculous and soul-destroying. Instead, manager would frankly tell 
new agents why they need to succeed and the secrets to success, 
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In order to survive and excel, apart from willingness to work and 
learn and being diligent and skillful, agents should have a proper 
attitude towards work and a strong will to succeed. Successful 
mind would definitely create success&l agents. (#1, quotation 
from observation) 
To cultivate a “mind of success", managers ask agents always to recall only the 
successful past experiences (but to forget some nasty and frustrating sales encounters and 
failures) and to envisage the most successfiil image they desire in the fiiture. The rationale 
is that past experience and future expectations would shape the present attitude of a person. 
Using the story of gold medal Olympics awardee, Lai-shan Lee, managers urge agents to 
dream of becoming top agents and managers themselves, just like Lee aspired for an 
Olympic medal. Nevertheless, agents are asked to develop only concrete and achievable 
goals. After setting career goals and targets, agents are encouraged to design, with the 
assistance of their upline managers, detailed steps and workable strategies for attaining 
them. 
The optimism and determination to win can be demonstrated by the 
self-introduction speeches of new agents. Every new agent at Synergy would introduce 
himself/ herself at the monthly birthday party in which all agents attend. Apart from telling 
others their names and hobbies, they are expected to say something about their career 
expectations. Their speeches are surprisingly enthusiastic and hopeful, examples of which 
include “I hope I can be a top agent", “I thank Katie [her upline manager] for giving me an 
opportunity to join this promising industry", etc. All these training workshops and 
assemblies help mold agents into people who are committed to win. When I asked a senior 
manager why a positive mind and determination for achieving success was always 
emphasized in the life insurance industry, he described it as a "victory" industry and 
suggested that only smart and bright persons could win. 
What we, managers, are able to do is to assist agents to develop a 
winning personality - being confident, optimistic, and 
persevering - and to overcome habits and thoughts of negativity 
and timidity. I always tell my agents, "Just do it!" and urge them to 
use trial and error as there is nothing to lose by trying. (#2, 
quotation from in-depth interview) 
New agents are not only the sole targets for the cultivation of "a mind of success"; 
experienced agents continue to be reminded to maintain and even heighten the level of 
positivity in their subconsciousness. At Synergy, agents with more than one-year 
experience are encouraged to join one of the advanced workshops called "Brian Tracy". 
Brian Tracy is a very famous and successfixl life insurance agent in America, who gives 
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public speeches concerning successful sales personality and selling techniques. I joined 
several lessons of the "Brian Tracy" series. In one of these drilling classes, his 
tape-recorded chapter titled “The Development ofPowerfiil Sales Personality" was played 
and discussed. Tracy told agents to perceive themselves as successful people because 
positive self-image and high self-esteem were critical components of building clients' 
confidence in them. Agents were urged to say aloud to themselves, "I'm the best ” and 
"The customers will buy" In addition, before seeing the prospects, agents should imagine 
and create a mental picture in which their prospects were very satisfied with them and 
became their clients. All these positive self-talk and wonderfiil visualization, according to 
him, would help agents actualize the dreams of becoming successful and productive in 
selling life insurance. 
It can be seen that managers at Synergy are very eager to instill new agents and 
reinforce experienced ones with a positive attitude and a "mind of success" by various 
means, such as telling motivational stories, sharing experiences of top life insurance agents, 
etc. Continuous mind setting and attitude training help reinforce agents' commitment to 
achieving their career goals. Essentially, the training arrangements and instillation of a 
"mind of success" at Mutual Trust and Synergy are rather similar to those of the 
transformative training programs and PMA at Combined Insurance. However, I would 
argue that self-transformative experiences are necessary, just like they are for other kinds 
of salespersons, but not sufficient, to motivate life insurance agents to work hard. By 
focusing on such transformative techniques alone, Leidner (1993) is unable to accurately 
address the specificity of life insurance agents' career experiences. Understanding that 
abstract concepts of mind and power are inadequate to motivate agents to produce as much 
business as possible, life insurance companies in Hong Kong launch a host of incentive 
programs and award-presentation conventions to reward and acclaim well-performed 
agents and managers. 
3.2 Money and Motivation: Transforming Labor Power into Labor 
A major characteristic of the life insurance industry in Hong Kong is that 
commission derived from insurance premiums forms agents' principal source of income. 
Therefore, life insurance agents are, to a large extent, free to decide how hard they intend to 
work. Managers and companies do not have the means or the authority to force their 
agents to work because they do not give them a wage, as explained by a manager: 
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It is not legitimate for us to push agents to produce business as they 
are "self-employed." (#1, quotation from in-depth interview) 
In addition, the outreaching mode of selling life insurance makes direct managerial 
supervision almost impossible. Managers are unable to check the amount of agents' labor 
power being actualized in work. Effectively managing and motivating agents to work, and 
more importantly, to work hard for them, constitutes a major task of managers and life 
insurance companies. According to a series of organizational studies on motivation 
conducted by Edward Lawler IE (1994 and 1973), employees are motivated by both 
extrinsic rewards, such as pay, and intrinsic rewards, such as sense of achievement and 
recognition. He fiirther highlights the point that effective work organizations need to use 
both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards to motivate their employees. In this section, I am going 
to examine how Mutual Trust and Synergy employ both material incentives and intrinsic 
satisfaction or personal honors to instigate life insurance agents to work and to lure them to 
work hard beyond their own perceived personal potentials and income expectations. 
In the summer of 1999, Mutual Trust launched a series of incentive schemes: (1) 
every agent who submitted a policy application was given a coupon to get a prize ranging 
from a memo-pad, an umbrella or a US$20 cash shopping coupon to a quarter-ounce 
golden coin; (2) agents who earned a specified minimum of commission (say, US$1,000) 
during the period of the event were qualified to participate in a lucky draw with prizes 
including a Japanese 5-door sedan, brand-name watches, shark-fm and abalone banquets 
for twelve, traveling cash coupons, etc.; and (3) the five agents who earned the largest 
amount of commission were awarded golden plaques which cost more than US$2,000 
each. A senior manager explained to me that these incentives were intended to bring about 
a drastic increase in the amount of business, though they ultimately failed to achieve this 
goal. During this period, managers of Synergy always urged their agents to arrange more 
sales interviews which might generate more opportunities to sell life insurance. Also, 
managers and agents discussed and thought of practical ways to persuade prospects and 
clients to pay their life insurance annually, instead of arranging their payments on a 
monthly basis. Paying yearly could generate greater amount of commission within the 
period of competition, which helped agents obtain more lucky draw coupons. In fact, these 
incentive programs or competitions obscured managers' and the company's intention to 
intensify agents' work. The agents, I observed, motivated each other to get the coupons, 
Donald, you have earned US$5,700 commission this quarter. Just 
call your clients and ask them to add a woman's health care plan on 
their existing policies. You can get the 6th or even the 7th coupon. 
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Call them right now, you have only got three more days to go! 
(#13, quotation from observation) 
In agency assemblies, a manager stated that, 
Think of a picture in which we, every one of Synergy, pick up few 
coupons. Every time when a number is called, Bingo! The prize 
goes to a partner of Synergy. Cool! (#1, quotation from 
observation) 
All these urges to work and to produce business were not seen as an external force 
imposed on the agents. Rather, they were perceived as individuals' desires to obtain more 
chances to win a Rolex watch or an imported sedan. 
Except the spontaneous company-scale incentives event illustrated above, Mutual 
Trust and Synergy have constructed, as is customary in the life insurance industry, many 
award systems to remunerate and honor the highest performers in their sales force. These 
included stars (agents who personally produce the most cases, highest total premium, and 
largest commission) of the month, quarter, and year, top agency offices, or sales teams. 
Agents and managers who achieve these awards were given prizes, trophies, cash, etc. 
Their photos, names, and business achievement (premium amount, commission earned, 
and number of cases) are advertised in the monthly information bulletin of Mutual Trust, 
which is circulated internally to all agents and managers. Even more, top agents and 
managers are openly acclaimed and given plaques, trophies, certificates, etc. in the annual 
ceremony of award presentations. In 1999 Mutual Trust Award Presentation Ceremony, 
over 150 awardees who achieved various levels of business production (for example, 
agents getting over US$50,000 in first-year commission in 1999 were qualified for the 
membership in the Million Dollar Roundtable (MDRT)^ received congratulations, cheers, 
and big hands from all agents, managers, executive team, vice presidents, and even the 
CEO of Mutual Trust on the stage. These awardees would automatically become members 
in different clubs (membership in clubs is classified by the amount of the first-year 
commission earned in 1999) and all of them became Mutual Trust Invaluable Partners 
(MTIPs). The membership in various clubs and MTIPs brings about many special 
privileges. For instance, MTIPs of 1998 were eligible to attend EQ seminars free of charge 
in order to excel and to "fly high," which was the slogan of Mutual Trust. Also, they were 
given potential prospects' names and personal details, such as number of children, monthly 
family income, savings habits and patterns, for further approach and selling opportunities. 
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Indeed, the grand arrangements pump up the egos of the agents and the privileges enjoyed 
by the club members inspire both rewarded and non-rewarded agents to pursue ever-higher 
levels of achievements. Moreover, these ceremonies help generate motivation and 
enthusiasm and propel agents to produce more in order to achieve such reputation and to 
earn such recognition and respect from others. They also make agents feel happy and 
valued and forget the hard times. 
There are also different travel incentives every year. High achievers qualify for 
free Mutual Trust Tours to destinations like Sydney, New York, Thailand, Hawaii, Japan, 
Greece, etc. During the trips, Mutual Trust arranges a series of sight-seeing and 
entertainment programs and launches conferences for exchanges between Hong Kong 
agents and their local counterparts. During an agency assembly, a senior manger played a 
tape regarding his delight&l journey to Bangkok, talked about how fabulously Mutual 
Trust had arranged the tour, and showed off gifts he had received from Mutual Trust - an 
elegant crystal ornament and a hand-crafted photo frame. He fiirther claimed that the 
company would definitely take care of and recognize agents with excellent performance 
and encouraged all his partners to strive towards joining him to experience such 
unforgettable and pleasurable occasions. 
In fact, the company rewards those high performers early in their career at Mutual 
Trust. Within their initial training period, new agents who can attain forty per cent of their 
annual production requirements or acquire fifteen different clients are prized a Palm-pilot. 
According to several experienced agents, the fast-starter bonus is very important to new 
agents as achieving a more than satisfactory sales performance initially would help them 
build up confidence in the ensuing career development. This observation concerning the 
relationship between a good start and the level and probability of success in the industry is 
further supported by the LIMRA. It can be concluded that material rewards are not only 
economically valuable to agents, but also provides vital boosts of confidence and help 
them succeed smoothly. 
Furthermore, there are many small-scale material incentives for the agents at 
Mutual Trust and Synergy. For example, agents who achieve a certain amount of sales 
production are given a free monthly closing dinner coupon. Those can persistently sell five 
policies in each of 3, 6, 9, and so on consecutive months are awarded US$50, $100, $150 
1 Since 1927，MDRT has been an association of the top 6 per cent of insurance agents worldwide. 
Membership in MDRT is recognized internationally as the standard of sales excellence in the life 
insurance-based financial services business. 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 45 
and so on. Major producers are invited to dine in high-class restaurants with the executive 
team of Mutual Trust, and in these dinners successful achievers from other life insurance 
companies would come to share their career experiences and "secrets" to success. 
Although monetary incentives play an important role in motivating agents to work 
and produce, I would argue that it is only one of a number of possible rewards and 
punishments involved in the incentive situation. Instead of solely responding to money, 
agents yearn for both expected and experienced intrinsic job satisfaction, a sense of 
achievement, and others' recognition and respect. Most of the awards described above not 
only bring material benefits, but also have attached symbolic meanings. 
The Life Underwriters Association of Hong Kong (LUAHK)^ has organized two 
award programs, namely Distinguished Agent Award (DAA) and Distinguished Manager 
Award (DMA), to honor and publicly recognize achievers in the industry since 1992. Also, 
the Hong Kong Management Association (HKMA) annually holds the Distinguished 
Salesperson Award (DSA) Program and its Outstanding Young Salesperson (OYS) Award 
to acknowledge sales persons and the most promising young salespersons respectively in 
the field of sales and marketing. Top life insurance agents and managers from different 
companies are often nominated for these awards. The nominees are interviewed by 
university professors and presidents or directors of large corporations and assessed in 
terms of communication skills, up-to-date product and market knowledge, quality of 
service, standard of professionalism (which is measured by the adherence to code of 
ethics), and level of commitment to their jobs. The awardees of DAA, DMA, DSA, and 
OYS are regarded as the best of the best in the life insurance and other sales and marketing 
industries, according to the President of Sales and Marketing Executives International 
(SMEI) of New York (which heads the Sales and Marketing Executives (SME) club of the 
HKMA) {Hong Kong Standard, 19 June 1998). Press conferences and award presentation 
ceremonies are launched to announce the list of awardees and to honor these dedicated top 
sales professionals. All these events help promote the image of the winners and, more 
importantly, to acknowledge their efforts and commitment to their life insurance career. 
The honorable award would boost the self-esteem of the agents, encourage them to 
2 The Life Underwriters Association of Hong Kong Limited (LUAHK) was established in 1973. The purpose 
of the Association is to enhance and uphold the professional qualifications of the life insurance practitioners， 
and to set up and inclement industrial rules and regulations. In order to improve service, LUAHK organizes 
education courses and conferences for life insurance practitioners and provides platforms for them to 
exchange experiences. It has also been contributing to the general society through organizing and 
participating in various community services. At present, the Association has over 5,000 members - the 
greatest number of participants among insurance organizations in Hong Kong. 
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continue to excel, and inspire them and their co-workers to put in even greater efforts in the 
future. 
The intrinsic psychological satisfaction of getting one of these awards is like being 
a member of MDRT, which symbolizes worldwide recognition of excellence in the life 
insurance industry. One agent recalled her experience in gaining membership to MDRT in 
1998, 
In the awards presentation ceremony, all at Mutual Trust knew that 
I, Jennifer Chan, was a top agent who did an excellent job last year. 
This award not only gave me money and commission, but also 
brought me respect and reputation. Every Hong Kong person 
knew from the newspapers that I was one of the best life insurance 
sales persons in Hong Kong and in the world. This also helps me 
in my job as people have much more confidence in me .^ (#3, 
quotation from observation) 
From time to time, scenes and snapshots from Mutual Trust's annual travel 
incentive, taken in different exotic places, would be showed to encourage agents to 
produce business in order to share the happiness with their partners. In 1998, Synergy was 
a top agency office of Mutual Trust and thus their agents were eligible to join the Honor 
Dinner 1998 held in a hotel's vast ballroom. I was not invited to one of these events but 
according to the agents' description and from watching the video-tape, the party was 
characterized by extravagance, with attendants dressed in tuxedoes, serving gourmet food 
and expensive champagnes amidst a classy setting complete with golden decorations and 
fresh flowers. Those agents with clubs memberships were awarded lavish gifts such as 
watches, tiepins, signature necklaces, etc. At the quarterly review in summer 1999, videos 
from this occasion was played to remind agents that as they did excellently in 1998 and 
thus had an opportunity to join the Honor Dinner. In order to participate in such an 
unforgettable event again, agents had to work really hard in 1999 and to synergize to 
become a top agency office. It can be shown that material incentives are only one of many 
means to motivate agents to pursue high sales achievement, intrinsic reward such as being 
recognized and honored by the co-workers and Mutual Trust and feeling high and elevated 
of being invited to enjoy the sumptuous hotel party are resorted to make agents feel 
voluntarily to work for their own good. 
Apart from organizing annual rituals, such as overseas tours, award presentation 
ceremonies, and honor dinners to honor the highest performers and to celebrate their 
3 Advertising top agents and managers of the year in local newspapers and magazines is a common practice 
shared by many life insurance companies in Hong Kong. 
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achievements, guests with excellent sales records and positive attitudes are invited to give 
speeches to share their experiences and to motivate agents to leam from these successful 
persons. In a quarterly review, a MDRT qualifier from another agency office of Mutual 
Trust, Jennifer, came to share her feeling and experience in attending the MDRT 
conference at New Orleans in 1998, 
In the meeting, a man told MDRT members a story of how his twin 
brother died from cancer and how he thus wanted to help other 
cancer patients. Having composed a song to organize charity fiind, 
he requested more than 5,000 MDRT qualifiers there to sing the 
chorus of the song. At that moment, I felt good and came to 
understand that I had a meaningful life. (#3, quotation from 
observation) 
She fiirther claimed that her pursuit to gain membership in MDRT did not 
originate from a desire to earn money, but rather to give a hand to others. She qualified her 
claim by describing Maslow's hierarchy of needs: only after we achieve a good living 
standard could we in turn contribute a lot to the society; otherwise, we were unable to serve 
others. The ability to payback the community becomes an important driving force for 
some life insurance agents. 
Peer influence and group dynamics as means of motivation are also evidenced by 
the company conventions described earlier. In the Award Presentation Ceremony I 
attended, presenting awards to the agent champion of Mutual Trust was the climax of the 
whole event. The top achiever, accompanied by her managers and co-workers, captured 
the attention of all attendants and received dozens of huge golden trophies, medals, and 
plates from a top executive of the American Mutual Trust. In addition, the ceremony 
organizers designed snapshots and scenes to fabricate atmosphere with excitement and 
happiness. There were banners and whistles. I would describe such arrangements are like 
announcing the best actor and actress in the Academy Award Presentation. Mutual Trust 
extremely recognizes major producers and treats them as celebrities. Other agents also felt 
exhilarated. I heard an agent saying, 
Celine (the agent champion) is really great and fantastic. She is 
awesome. I admire her very much and I wish I could be Celine 11! 
(#4, quotation from observation) 
These interpersonal rewards given by peer-group members often are valued highly 
and can influence motivation (Lawler III 1973: 172). Most agents would aspire for the 
success and honors by working hard. In fact, both material incentives and symbolic 
satisfaction derived from participating in these award presentation ceremonies successfiilly 
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increase the self-esteem of life insurance agents, who are likely to be severely battered after 
a year of rough treatment at the hands of boorish and recalcitrant prospects (Oakes 1990: 
3). 
Nevertheless, monetary rewards (such as commission, brand-name watches, 
golden plaques) and symbolic honor and satisfaction (such as being the top agents, leading 
dozens of downlines, or managing a huge agency office) do not necessarily make agents 
feel committed to Synergy, Mutual Trust, or the life insurance industry. In fact, these are 
generally employed by all sales and marketing organizations to drive their sales persons to 
achieve a higher production and to effectively transform their labor power into labor. It is 
not difficult to earn respectable commission and intrinsic rewards from being a sales 
professional in other fields, such as real estates, pharmacy, etc. Moreover, both material 
incentives and symbolic satisfaction, in Weber's terms, are "external means" of control. 
From my field observation, I found that reliance on these external means is not an effective 
strategy of labor control in the life insurance industry because they are still inadequate in 
dealing with problems arising from the outreaching mode of service and the independent 
employment status of the agents. Then, what "instruments" are specifically adopted by life 
insurance companies to motivate their agents to work hard and, more importantly, to serve 
their clients? In order to ensure high quality service interactions between agents and their 
prospects or clients, guarantee the commitment of agents, and ascertain that work is carried 
out according to company's desired ways of doing business, Mutual Trust and Synergy 
turn to the instrument of "inner justifications", an idea inspired by Weber's work. 
3.3 Dedicatory Ethics: Serving your Clients and Contributing to the Society 
Since the success of life insurance companies rests largely on their agents' 
self-motivation, confidence, and persistence, managers do not believe that either 
superficial skills training, monetary incentives, or intrinsic rewards would suffice to keep 
agents at their work in the face of repeated rejections. Moreover, selling life insurance is 
an interactive service work - agents, life insurance products, and the selling and servicing 
process are inseparable; it goes hand in hand with delivery of services and the quality of the 
worker-customer interaction is frequently part of the service being delivered (Leidner 1993: 
2). Apart from accurately identifying the protection needs of clients, clearly presenting the 
proposals, and honestly showing both advantages and disadvantages of the suggested plans, 
agents should demonstrate their lifelong commitment to the highest level of service and 
their personal concern for the financial security of the clients and their families. In fact, the 
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latter two "qualities" are the most important, according to an experienced agent. The first 
three "skills" are the prerequisites for all sales professionals while the last two are critical 
for professional life insurance agents. 
Life insurance is basically an intangible service and a product 
which will be consumed in the unknown future. All the agents can 
do is to tell and sell the concepts of life insurance - love, care, and 
be concerned with oneself and one's family. As agents, we should 
employ these concepts to make clients understand the 
indispensability of life insurance for themselves and their families 
and appreciate our devotion to care for and serve them. (#5, 
quotation from observation) 
His claim reveals that in order to touch and influence their prospects emotionally 
with these benevolent messages and their commitment to serve, agents should first 
internalize these concepts and believe strongly in the essentiality of life insurance for 
human beings and our society. Therefore, Mutual Trust and Synergy undertake, in 
addition to cultivating a “mind of success" and positive attitudes, an intensive effort to 
cause their agents to internalize missionary and dedicatory ethics. 
Before inculcating a dedicatory ethics, managers of Mutual Trust and Synergy 
always remind agents of the importance and benefits of delivering a premium level of 
customer services. According to the guidelines of Hong Kong Federation of Insurers, how 
to offer after-sales service should constitute the contents of new agents training course of 
all life insurance companies. Furthermore, seeing the competitiveness of the life insurance 
market in Hong Kong, Mutual Trust offers several workshops, such as "Drawing Distance 
Closer", "How to Serve your Clients", etc., to experienced agents in order to refresh and 
reinforce their commitment to service, to assist their retention of clients, and to produce 
more business. Generally, these courses tell agents the benefits of giving value-added 
services. First, constantly and continuously offering after-sales services is part of the 
agents' job even when agents do not receive commission any more; otherwise, complaints 
would be raised and even worse, customers would terminate their policies and their 
relationship with the agents concerned. Second, it would bring about recurrent sales and 
referrals which are opportunities of producing more business. Agents would also be 
praised and obtain job satisfaction. These benefits gained from offering quality after-sales 
services reveal that a continual pursuit of service excellence is characteristic of successful 
agents. From my field observations, I often heard of examples of policy termination by 
clients because of the lack of after-sales services. During one sales interview, the prospect 
terminated various existing life insurance plans from another company and transferred 
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them to Mutual Trust simply because he was not satisfied with his former agent's service. 
This fijrther illustrates the importance of delivering excellent services and its advantages to 
agents. He told his agent at Mutual Trust and me, 
The [previous] agent had not contacted me for a year until he 
wanted me to increase my protection amount. I didn't call him 
back or give him a reply, but my plan was automatically upgraded. 
He is unethical, unable to give me any services, but earns the 
commission. That's why I want those policies cut. (a client, 
quotation from observation) 
To motivate agents to give quality after sales services, managers told them the 
reasons and benefits, as mentioned above. Nevertheless, it is insufficient to rely on 
utilitarian justifications (job of agents and opportunities of generating business from 
recurrent sales and referrals) to guarantee agents' commitment to service. Instead, 
managers fiirther inculcate agents with a servicing attitude through asking them to identify 
with the benefits of clients and to treat clients as personal friends. Frank's experience 
facilitates me to demonstrate the importance of sincere concern for and caring attitude 
towards clients. He told me about one of his failure cases: 
The prospect is my friend's brother. In the early phase of 
approaching，I identified his life insurance needs and he gave me 
many positive responses. At that time, I was really happy and 
expected that I could definitely close the deal. However, in the 
closing interview, he gave me a series of objections and finally 
refiised to purchase. On the one hand, I didn't understand, as I 
strongly believed that he had the need and I was able to show him 
the benefits. On the other, I was fiirious because he didn't 
appreciate my kindness. Later, I shared the case with others in a 
training class. My classmates pointed out that my intentions and 
attitudes were wrong; I didn't really care about the customer or aim 
at maximizing his benefits. Rather, my real intention was to close 
the deal and earn the commission. From then, I became aware that 
clients are very quick to discover whether agents are seriously 
concerned about them. (#6, quotation from in-depth interview) 
Apart from showing the significance of agents' deep concern for clients' life insurance 
needs and benefits, this incidence demonstrates how training classes or interactions among 
agents themselves could serve as a "moral community" to cultivate agents with an 
empathetic attitude and to negatively sanction any self-interest and non-considerate 
thinking. 
In addition, in order to improve agents' chances of closing deals and to produce big 
cases (with large amount of premiums), life insurance companies and their managers urge 
agents to treat clients and prospects as their personal friends. Managers strongly believe 
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that once agents can build up relationship with and obtain trust from their prospects, clients 
would probably purchase plans from them and are very willing to give them referrals. This 
logic of thinking, in fact, is evidenced by the nature of life insurance products. As 
suggested by many (Crosby and Stephens 1987; The Hong Kong Trade and Development 
Council 1997; Young 1991; Yu 1997), since life insurance is a high credence service, very 
abstract, complex, and focuses on fiiture benefits that are difficult to evaluate after 
purchase and use, its distribution and marketing largely depends on the 
relationship-building activities performed by agents. 
Recognizing the importance of gathering trust and building good relationships to 
the selling of life insurance, managers at Mutual Trust and Synergy strive hard to 
developing agent's skills in these respects. Experienced managers always urge agents to 
remember prospects' personal information and preferences and to place prospects' 
interests above their own. The rationale is not solely practical or economical - (1) 
prospects would only buy from agents who give them an impression of genuine sympathy 
and concern and (2) retaining a happy customer is a lot easier and much less expensive 
than attracting a new customer (Symposium on Services Promotion 1996). Instead, 
managers reinforce agents' "love, care, concern" attitudes by telling them other intrinsic 
rewards from servicing clients and treating each other as good old friends. An experienced 
manager told his story in a training class, 
I knew the client a few years ago from referral and she purchased 
many life insurance plans (including ones for herself, her husband 
and children) from me. We have been in touch and I always have 
meals at her home and talk to her families. Two years ago, she 
suddenly told me that her brother-in-law had been a top life 
insurance agent and manager for many years. At that moment, I 
didn't know how to respond and all I could say was "Thank you, 
thanks for your continuous support." (#5, quotation from 
observation) 
He told another story in his unit's drilling session. 
One of my clients, who is from cold call, is really shy but 
kind-hearted. Every time I ask him to upgrade his life insurance 
protection, he would definitely say yes. Last year, he told me that 
he would get married and his wedding banquet would be held in 
Sheraton. I was worried that he might say yes to some unnecessary 
surcharges because of his easy-going personality. So I asked 
someone who was a veteran in Sheraton to help take extra care of 
his wedding party. (#5, quotation from observation) 
He fiirther elaborated that that there was nothing called agent-client relationship. 
Clients were their friends and their friendship was largely based on a kind of "magic," 
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We should always be reminded to provide clients with as many 
"value-added" services as we can, the way we do favors for our 
friends. As agents, we should not solely market our products to 
our clients; we should develop friendship with them. I am strongly 
convinced that whenever and wherever there is something called 
"love, care, and concern," we will have a better society and the 
market potential of life insurance industry is everlasting. (#5, 
quotation from observation) 
In fact, many agents told me that feelings of achievement and job satisfaction were 
attained from gaining clients' trust and developing a non-mercenary relationship with 
clients. 
I become her good friend and she treats me like his son. She 
always confides in me regarding her family troubles and personal 
concerns and tells me about the disloyalties of her children. I 
helped her plan the purchase of her own flat. Moreover, I can give 
her an absolute peace of mind by guaranteeing her financial 
security. You cannot imagine the situation of a woman who is 
widowed and deserted in case of any tragedy or accidents. I 
believe that no one would suppose that clients are willing to tell 
their life insurance agents so many personal matters. After all, we 
had not known each other before I promoted life insurance to her. 
(#7, quotation from in-depth interview) 
However, my interpretation is that these workshops on customer service or "care," 
the emphasis on rapport and trust building, and story telling and experience sharing are 
designed to make sure that agents could make clients feel very satisfied and obligated to 
pay premiums on time and not inclined to cut or lapse their Mutual Trust, s policies. Even 
more, since agents are asked to treat their clients as friends, their private and work lives are 
interpenetrated. Urging friends to purchase life insurance is not presented as pushy, but as 
an act of concern - to enable friends to have financial security. This helps increase agents' 
level of confidence and comfort and reduce clients' resistance, as it is not uncommon for 
all of us to introduce good things to our friends. This "friendship" facilitates the retention 
of clients, guarantees repeated sales from these loyal clients, and assists in bringing more 
referrals to purchase Mutual Trust's life insurance. Perceived as a sign of their 
well-intended concern and caring attitude, the promotion efforts of the agents would be 
readily accepted by clients. All these aid the life insurance company to secure a 
respectable level of profit as the lapsing of a life insurance policy in the first few years 
would cause a financial loss to the company. 
Nevertheless, the servicing and contributory ideals are not only performed by 
agents who are devoted to offer first class services. Life insurance companies also strive 
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very hard to demonstrate their commitment to both customer and social services in order to 
cultivate a benevolent ideology into their agents. The promise of service and devotion to 
clients is reiterated by the newsletters of Mutual Trust. According to an issue of the 
newsletter, its purpose is to enable existing clients to understand the progresses and 
achievements that Mutual Trust has made (thus delivering a message that the company is 
financially healthy and guaranteeing clients a peace of mind), to communicate with clients, 
to inform them about new payment plans and technological servicing systems, and to 
demonstrate its promise of providing first-class customer services and its commitment to 
serve and contribute to the local community. In addition. Synergy publishes its own 
agency magazine bi-annually to provide customers with insurance information, such as 
mandatory provident fiind, medical technologies, and children educational expenses, and 
to tell them about agency activities. These printed matters would be sent to all clients to 
deliver the message that 
YOUR [clients'] trust and support are the keys to OUR [Mutual 
Trust and Synergy] success for today and tomorrow. More 
importantly, we still strive hard to provide more value-added 
services and products to valued partners [clients] like yourselves, 
(emphasis in original) {Mutual Trust Newsletter, February 2000) 
Apart from written promise, Mutual Trust fully finances other supporting customer 
care services, such as customer service department and bereavement counseling services. 
Customer service representatives and psychological consultants are employed to answer 
clients' enquiries, to assist in performing back-up services, and to offer professional 
psychological counseling. In fact, all these services help lessen the after-sales servicing 
burden of agents and enhance the quality of service as life insurance agents are not 
qualified to provide their clients and/ or families with in-depth counseling in cases of death 
or critical illnesses. They fiirther minimize work and emotional pressures of agents and 
hence their resistance to and frustration by the job. One manager openly appreciated the 
back-up services given by Mutual Trust in an agency meeting, 
Our company shows how it is deeply caring and concerned about 
our clients by introducing such counseling program. It assists us in 
performing part of our customer services and it helps clients and 
their close relatives overcome their psychological difficulties as 
well as the financial ones. Also, it can be employed as a selling 
point when marketing life insurance products to our prospects. 
(#17, quotations from observation) 
The servicing attitude and commitment is further substantiated by various charity 
events organized and foundations set up by many life insurance companies in Hong Kong. 
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For example, LUAHK has established its own foundation to provide funds to worthy 
charitable organizations around the world, to grant scholarships and bursaries to encourage 
both education and research (by no means limited to life insurance industry), and to 
support programs to aid people in need (for example, mentally ill persons, the disabled, 
senior citizens, etc.) (http://www.luahk.coin/). Other life insurance companies also 
sponsor social and community services. Large scale fund-raising programs for organ 
donation and transplantation have been held by CEF Life since 1996. American 
International Assurance (AIA) Foundation, founded on the principle of paying back to the 
society, has sponsored the “Young Leader Development Program" to grant scholarships to 
university students in both Hong Kong and Macao (MingPao, 16 March 2000). All these 
charity programs aim at encouraging volunteer work among life insurance agents and 
reflecting the caring and sharing spirit of the life insurance industry.* 
Mutual Trust, as a benevolent and caring life insurance company, has joined a local 
well-known charitable organization to launch a series of programs showing its 
commitment to helping the needy of the society. In 1998 and 1999, they organized a child 
sponsorship program in which Mutual Trust would finance the foster care of a child for one 
year for each child education fiind sold. During this period, there was an increase in 
business concerning child-related saving plan and over 400 children have been sponsored. 
Moreover, Mutual Trust arranges for its agents several visits to elderly centers at Dragon 
Boat and Mid Autumn Festivals to share warm greetings with the elderly and salute their 
contributions to the society. It also donates money to build a Mutual Trust library in a 
secondary school. These charitable events are publicized to its clients through Mutual 
Trust Newsletter and other local newspapers. Press conferences featuring political and 
media celebrities would also be held to capture public attention. The objectives are 
two-fold: on the one hand, to promote the image of the company and thus generate more 
business; and on the other, to tell agents that their jobs are really meaningful as they can 
achieve great satisfaction through helping others, including friends and total strangers. In 
the end, such display would bring about more business and profits as agents would become 
more eager to sell when they interpret every sales interaction as, for example, an act of 
giving a chance to these deserted children and prospects would become more willing to 
buy under the considerations of both life insurance needs and giving a hand to the needy. 
Consent and cooperation would be obtained from both agents and clients. 
4 As there has been a lack of public trust and social recognition to both the industry and its agents, showing 
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Synergy has proposed to support a local voluntary organization to launch a series 
of charitable programs, such as selling cookies, in 2000. According to a senior manager, 
he and his partners wanted to serve and contribute to the community in return: 
I believe and understand that when considering whether to join the 
life insurance industry, not all agents aim at earning big money. 
Some of them would put (1) contributions to society and (2) 
feeling comfortable with upline managers and other team partners 
on a top priority. So, we should diversify in order to take care of 
different personal ideals or goals and thus to incorporate more 
agents. (#1, quotation from in-depth interview) 
An agent's story can further demonstrate the service ideal: 
A few years ago, when doing some volunteer work, I met a lot of 
elders and severely handicapped middle-aged persons who were 
living alone, literally waiting for death. Seeing so many sorrowfiil 
incidents, I began to reflect and to think of helping those people in 
need. Also, I wanted a change in my life as I felt exhausted from 
working from seven to eleven every day. Around two years ago, 
Bernard [his upline manager right now] approached me. (#8, 
quotation from causal conversation) 
Perceiving that being a life insurance agent could help others plan ahead for their 
family's financial security and earn him a living, he joined Mutual Trust. He further 
illustrated that having grown up in a public housing estate in the late 60s and early 70s and 
having encountered many delinquent youths, he had a dream of educating young people 
that there are opportunities for earning money through legitimate means, working as a life 
insurance agent and being one of them. He also thought that after they become better off, 
they could continue helping others in need. In order to actualize his wish, he became an 
agent and started recruiting downlines. In fact, most agents explained to me that one of the 
major purposes of being a life insurance agent was to help others in practical ways, such as 
to help people get prepared for their financial security. Taken together, it was felt that 
being an agent brought personal satisfaction of being able to help people build a better life 
and secure them financially on the one hand and aiding others develop a rewarding career 
on the other. All these cases show that agents have a missionary sense when doing their 
job. 
these spirits helps promote image, produce more business and recruit more quality agents. 
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3.4 Missionary Sales Personnel: Maximizing Exploitation and Minimizing 
Resistance 
Although life insurance companies could successfijlly internalize agents with a 
strong dedicatory belief in their job of selling life insurance, there is a fundamental 
dilemma between servicing the community and earning a commission (Oakes 1990: 83-5). 
On the one hand, the whole sales process - the practical skills, such as identifying 
prospects' life insurance needs, handling objections, leading prospects to see the benefits 
of life insurance, etc., taught by managers and the emphasis on delivering quality 
services - is conceived to facilitate the promotion of business. In fact, the ultimate concern 
of the process is the prospects' money and the purpose is to get as much of it as possible. 
On the other, it is packaged as the performance of service and the representation of agents' 
sincere concern over their clients' life insurance needs and financial security, in which the 
welfare of clients is of paramount importance and the objective is to maximize their 
protection as effectively as possible. With such conflicting representations in their mind, 
agents could not be convinced of their missionary role since they could make a lot of 
contributions to the society through doing volunteer work without joining the life 
insurance industry and earning a commission. 
To deal with the paradox of service idiom vs. commercial idiom (the paradox is 
more obvious in the case of clients from natural market), in various assemblies, managers 
always remind agents of the moral superiority of their jobs and tell them that they are like 
religious preachers. During my field observation at Mutual Trust, an agent lent me a 
videotape concerning a speech at the LUAHK Convention in 1994.5 The speech 
accurately summarizes managers' strategies in producing teams of dedicated and 
missionary life insurance sales force. 
Firstly, the speaker pinpointed that it was wrong for agents to feel uneasy when 
selling life insurance to relatives and friends because of the fact that they earned money 
from them. Instead, he asked agents to think that earning an increasing commission from 
selling life insurance meant that they have helped keep increasing numbers of families 
solvent in the face of tragedies, such as illness, disability, and death and solve individuals' 
financial difficulties and social problems. 
Then, why not sell more and ask for more sales interviews? (a 
speaker in LUAHK Convention, quotation from video) 
5 LUAHK organizes a convention every year and guest speakers, who are experienced and top life insurance 
agents, are invited to share their experiences in order to give new ideas and motivation to their fellow agents. 
In 1994，around 1,500 agents attended the Convention. 
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He further elaborated that agents were financial specialists who provided valuable 
and timely professional advice and expertise to protect others from any economic hardship 
and sufferings. Life insurance agents, in many respects，were interpreted as being akin to 
accountants, attorneys, and physicians (Oakes 1990: 53). Commission was interpreted as a 
service charge and earning money from clients was only rule of the game in the life 
insurance industry. He conveyed to agents that being life insurance agents and earning big 
commissions were honorable as they indicated that more people would enjoy an absolute 
peace of mind and public interest could be enhanced. The speech reduced agents' feeling 
of embarrassment when selling life insurance to their friends. Instead, they would see 
themselves as "financial doctors" who applied their specialized skills and professional 
advice to solve both foreseeable and unforeseeable financial security problems for others. 
Furthermore, it tried to salvage the self-esteem of agents, who were continually treated as 
objects of contempt and loathing, by telling them that no professionals except life 
insurance agents could boldly and openly claim in a funeral that, 
The lifelong living expenses of his [the dead's] family would be 
borne by my affiliated life insurance company. Other professions 
cannot replace our function, (a speaker in LUAHK Convention, 
quotation from video) 
Secondly, to deal with agents' restlessness and hesitation to talk to their friends 
concerning anything related to life insurance, he asked agents to adopt a way of thinking 
whenever they interviewed their prospects or clients - this would be the last life insurance 
policy they could sell in the rest of their life. Deeply internalized with the indispensability 
of life insurance to every one, agents would be very enthusiastic to ask their friends to 
purchase. All timidity and reservation would be set aside as they were confident that it was 
their moral obligations to tell their friends about the importance of life insurance, to protect 
them from financial difficulties, and to minimize all kinds of sufferings. Furthermore, in 
order to build up agents' persistence in and commitment to the job, he exhorted agents not 
to give up even facing repeated rejections. Instead, with a dedicatory spirit, agents should 
strive to explain the benefits of life insurance to clients: 
Go ahead and spend five more minutes to talk to them. It is 
possible that both theirs and their families' lives are altered 
because of that five-minute-talk. They would enjoy better futures, 
(a speaker in LUAHK Convention, quotation from video) 
Agents' strong belief in the benefits of life insurance to their prospects heightens 
their chances of producing sales, especially the big ones as agents want to maximize their 
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“one and only" client's privileges. They would also internalize a moral justification to sell 
these precious, not contemptuous, life insurance products. 
The belief in selling life insurance as a representation of "love, care, and concern" 
is shared by the agents at Synergy. This message is reinforced and transmitted in daily 
interactions. Agents are reminded that being a life insurance professional is not only about 
doing a job, but carrying out a mission. They believe that both products and the act of 
selling are manifestations of an ideal. The belief of moral superiority of their job can be 
summarized by an experienced agent's real story, 
I strongly believe that my role as a life insurance agent really helps 
my friends, that is, my clients. Knowing that one of my 
ex-co-workers got liver cancer last year, I felt sad. Apart from 
visiting him and sending regards to his family, what else can my 
friends [other workers] do? Nothing. How can they help him in 
practical terms? I don't know. But, I am very sure that I can help 
him and his family. I recall that when I gave his wife a 
US$500,000 check, her eyes showed a glimpse of gratitude. I felt 
moved and relieved. It was a very pleasurable experience. My 
persistence in selling every one a life insurance policy is morally 
justifiable. This reinforces my commitment to the industry. (#6, 
quotation from in-depth interview) 
The uninterrupted presentation of similar memorable experiences, on the one hand, 
helps agents take up a sense of moral obligations in being life insurance professionals, and 
on the other, hides the commercial and lucrative dimensions of selling life insurance to 
“friends ” Furthermore, reinforced with the "love, care, and concern" ideology and a belief 
in their vital role in contributing to the society, agents are morally motivated to urge their 
prospects to purchase life insurance plans for their personal and family protection. The 
idea of leaving the life insurance industry would not easily come into their heads. 
Experiences of being brazen-faced and verbally insulted are quickly forgotten because 
they believe that not everyone understands the good sides of life insurance and it is their 
moral duty or "calling" to let everyone see and understand the ultimate well-intention of 
life insurance. They reinterpreted, 
Seeing faces of wordless acknowledgement, I feel that receiving n 
times of objections, being made fool of, and encountering 
humiliation in the selling process are no big deal, (many agents, 
quotation from observation) 
The strategies of managers to internalize agents with a missionary personality - (1) 
enhancing their professional image and self-esteem by telling them that they are the only 
ones who could practically guarantee others' future financial security and (2) reinforcing 
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the virtues of agents by telling that they are the only ones who could develop a better life 
for others - obscure the commercial idiom of agents when selling life insurance. Agents 
would not perceive their sales process as an act of profiting at the expenses of their friends 
(clients). Instead, they believe that their work is undertaken primarily in the interests of the 
clients — to secure a stable financial future for them and their family. They provide a 
service in order to meet their clients' needs, as opposed to merely earning a commission. 
In addition, the missionary ethics helps agents neutralize all kinds of maltreatment and 
troubles raised by clients. 
Nevertheless, in my field observations, agents often complain about their clients. 
Two complaints are especially frequent: (1) the waste of hours waiting for prospects who 
were late or did not keep their appointments, and (2) the receiving of humiliating, rude, and 
insolent treatment. In fact, concerning the first type of complaint, both managers and 
agents believe that it is inevitable, though some agents innovate various strategies (this will 
be discussed in detail in Chapter 5). Expecting that agents would receive objections and 
refusals from prospects and clients, managers equip them with both practical solutions and 
psychological defense mechanisms. 
Agents are given detailed scripts to refer to when handling objections in each step 
of selling. In sum, the procedures of objection handling are: first, listen to prospects and 
show understanding; second, deal with the disapprovals; and finally, go back to the sales 
talk. In most cases of objections, agents would show their deep concern over prospects and 
their families and urge them to make a decision in order to get protection as soon as 
possible. Apart from providing agents with scripts, managers have to deal with agents' 
feelings. Facing awful objections and repeated rejections would make agents feel 
frustrated and chronically depressed. In order to stabilize agents' state of emotions and 
make them committed to their job, managers would, in various occasions such as training 
sessions and agency assemblies, ask agents to try to reinterpret objections raised by 
prospects. 
I don't see prospects' negative responses as objections or indicator 
of rejections. Our prospects are not insurance professionals; of 
course, they don't know much about life insurance. Instead, I 
would see their responses as enquiries, but not refusal or 
disapproval. We are life insurance specialists and I am confident 
that we can answer all their questions. (#9, quotation from 
observation) 
The reinterpretation of clients' objections as a sign of their need to know more 
about life insurance eliminates the fears and worries of agents when facing clients and 
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hearing anything that is not positive. Agents would feel morally compelled to patiently 
deal with prospects' ignorance concerning life insurance and to tolerate some ridiculous 
excuses. Also, it minimizes agents' work-related frustration, smoothens their work, 
reinforces their devotion to working hard persistently, and retains them in the industry. 
However, both practical solutions and reinterpretation of prospects' objections do 
not guarantee that agents could successfiilly handle objections and proceed to the next step 
of selling. After all, it is customers' decision to terminate the sales process and agents have 
no say concerning the buying decision. It means that failing to sell is inevitable. Managers 
give agents' psychological preparation for the failure in order to lessen the possibility of 
emotional problems associated with facing frequent failures and to reduce their turnover. 
For instance, a manager claimed in a new agent training course, 
Please face the reality. As life insurance agents, there would be 
both successful and fiitile cases. Even top and very experienced 
agents would be rejected in some calls. (#5, quotation from 
observation) 
To further reinforce agents' missionary character, managers would suggest that 
agents scold prospects to pinpoint their absurdity. In a case sharing session, an agent told 
us about his case, 
I don't know how to deal with some clients. She is very willing to 
purchase a savings plan for her son and daughter for educational 
purposes, but at the expense of her husband's life insurance policy. 
The reason is that she has a tight financial budget. (#10, quotation 
from observation) 
Another agent interrupted and shouted, 
You should scold her. Tell her that her children have to survive! 
Ask her which is more important: getting an education or surviving? 
Ask her to imagine the situation of her children and herself if her 
husband had died yesterday. (#11, quotation from observation) 
The manager supplemented, 
I totally agree with him [the shouting agent]. This is a fundamental 
survival matter. We should put clients' interests on the first 
priority and maximize their benefits. In certain cases, it is 
imperative for us to teach clients how to behave. As agents, we 
should not only look at commission and other material benefits. 
Instead, we should market life insurance products based on human 
conscience. It is the most satisfactory part of working as agents. 
(#12, quotation from observation) 
This incident reveals that agents see helping others identify protection needs and 
designing appropriate life insurance plans are more important than earning a big 
commission (selling savings plan can generate a respectable commission). Agents believe 
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that it is their moral duty to teach clients about how to fully protect themselves, even when 
it inevitably makes clients feel embarrassed and when they risk losing business. 
In fact, I always heard of cases concerning some "irresponsible" prospects. They 
refiised to buy life insurance because they did not care about themselves and their families. 
An agent told me, 
My sister referred a prospect to me. She totally rejects the 
functions of life insurance even though her close relative has 
suffered from a fatal illness. She told me, "Other family members 
give money to treat him [her dying close relative]. It is none of my 
business. ... I expect them to take care of me in case the same 
thing happens. I don't feel any uneasiness." I can't believe that 
there is such cold-blooded animal like her in this world. I didn't 
shout at her but I made fool of her by sending her a newspaper 
cutting concerning the relationship between the level of her care 
and concern over sick persons and a woman's attractiveness to 
men. I asked my sister not to contact her anymore. (#13, quotation 
from observation) 
All these cases demonstrate that Mutual Trust and Synergy successfully implant in 
agents a missionary sense. Some agents confided to me that the sole reason they could still 
persistently talk to prospects and work as life insurance agents was a strong belief that they 
could help others. It can be inferred that many agents would have left otherwise in face of 
insults and humiliation. Managerial control over them is also obscured, as they strongly 
believe that their persistency and hard-work originates from an internal missionary force to 
help others build a better life. 
However, urging agents to put clients' interests above their own could bring about 
unexpected agents' resistance towards their affiliated life insurance companies and their 
over-attachment to clients at the expense of the companies' economic interests. (The 
alignment of interests between agents and their clients will be illustrated in Chapters.). 
Insurance companies, before accepting a life insurance application and making it effective, 
perform an underwriting process, such as checking the health history or the present 
employment status of the applicant. In some cases, life insurance companies re&se to 
insure certain clients due to high risks. Conflicts between life insurance companies and 
their agents always exist in the underwriting process. Talking to her mentor, an agent told 
that she felt frustrated since her prospects' application was heavily loaded by Mutual Trust. 
I don't understand the rationale of the underwriting guidelines of 
Mutual Trust. My client really wants to get a full protection and 
purchase a life insurance plan from me. However, Mutual Trust 
advanced a 100 per cent loading. How can you justify purchasing 
from our company to my client? This is not my first case. Last 
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time, another client was asked for a 70 per cent loading at Mutual 
Trust, but only 30 per cent at another company. I feel really angry 
and I don't trust the knowledge of those in the underwriting 
department. (#14, quotation from observation) 
Similar cases were commonplace. Whenever there are communication meetings 
between agents and representatives from the underwriting department, agents are often 
very furious, want to shout at and even to fight against, and show hatred towards these 
representatives. Facing the unavoidable conflictual relationship between agents and 
Mutual Trust, the company needs to devise various strategies to conceal the economic 
exploitation in order to minimize agents' resistance and to elicit their co-operation. 
3.5 Entrepreneurial Spirit and Partnership Metaphor: Securing Profits and 
Obscuring Control 
Resorting to agents' dedication and sense of mission to sell life insurance and serve 
their clients makes sure that a quality customer service is delivered and, more importantly, 
a high degree of customers' loyalty to the agents and the agents' commitment to the 
industry are maintained. However, since (1) clients identify with the agents much more 
than with the life insurance companies and client base is the asset of life insurance agents 
themselves rather than of their companies and (2) agents are "self-employed" and can 
transfer to other life insurance companies easily, life insurance companies have to design 
various strategies to retain agents (and to elicit their cooperation and generate their consent) 
in order to retain policyholders and the induced potential referral market. 
Apart from the ideological cultivation aimed at keeping agents working hard on 
their own. Synergy and Mutual Trust strive to create a team spirit and harmonious 
relationship among agents, which advances profits of the company and managers and 
obscures their exploitative and conflictual relationship with agents. As early as in 
recruitment seminars, prospective agents are given the message that a life insurance career 
at Mutual Trust would not only help them earn money, but also offer them opportunities to 
run their own business and develop a lifelong career. In recruitment seminars and 
recruitment interviews, helping candidates build their own business is always treated as a 
selling point - selling the life insurance career. In a recruitment seminar, a senior manager 
claimed, 
Many in Hong Kong want to run their own business, but don't 
have enough money for the set-up costs, such as renting a shop, 
buying furniture, equipment, and goods, paying decoration and 
other maintenance fees, etc. Mutual Trust can offer you a very 
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good opportunity and help you realize your entrepreneurial dreams. 
(#15, quotation from observation) 
This often sounds very attractive to prospective agents since the capital for setting up a 
business, free-of-charge comprehensive training, and opportunities to employ someone 
else (downline agents) to earn a great profit (from overriding commission) are all provided. 
Nevertheless, it implies that life insurance agents master their own career destiny. 
The level of their income largely depends on their sales performance and efforts as they 
have their own entrepreneurial discretion and autonomy. Therefore, agents are constantly 
reminded that they are responsible for their own business and should struggle to earn as 
much profits as possible - the revenue must exceed the cost. Managers like using an 
analogy of opening up a cafe to describe the life insurance sales business. A manager 
asked in an agency meeting, 
If you set up a cafe, when will you open in the morning? Of course 
you would want to open as early as possible in order to serve 
breakfast. To attract more customers and earn more money, you'd 
think of various marketing strategies to promote your business. 
Right? Today, at Mutual Trust, we run our own business. Surely, 
we all aim at developing it successfully - possessing many loyal 
clients and attracting more new customers. Work hard and ask for 
more interviews, don't let your business go bankrupt! It is your 
own responsibility. All Mutual Trust and Synergy can do is to 
equip you with skills and knowledge and to give you a hand as 
often as they can. (#1, quotation from observation) 
From my field observation, bearing in mind that they are responsible for their own 
business, agents designed their own scripts in sales negotiations, innovated effective ways 
of asking for referrals and closing deals, organized gatherings for existing clients and 
prospects, gave extra quality on-the-sales and after-sales services, etc. Some agents 
employ their own personal assistants, mostly on a part-time basis, to deal with paper work 
such as summarizing clients' existing life insurance plans (policies which were sold by 
them and other agents) with charts and tables, sending greeting cards, filing, etc. Top 
agents and managers are even assisted by fiill time secretaries who perform more front-line 
customer services, such as presenting quotations, filling application forms, accompanying 
clients in medical examinations, and making appointments with prospects and clients. All 
these demonstrate that agents not only invest time and effort to produce business, but also 
spend extra money to set up their own "[namej's Life Insurance Services". As such, they 
are like private entrepreneurs who are found in their conceptual isolation of themselves 
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from Mutual Trust and in their possessiveness toward clients (clients are their own assets) 
and employed staff under their personal servicing and direct management respectively. 
This sense of independence, in fact, is fostered by the commission system of the life 
insurance industry, which largely releases agents from financial dependence on their 
affiliated companies. After all, they could adopt their own innovative marketing strategies, 
service ideals, and management systems and philosophies (in recruiting agents, employing 
personal assistants, and running units or even agency offices) in order to develop a 
profitable private life insurance servicing “enterprise.” The ideas that agents "writing their 
own paychecks" and the concept of private business help secure company profits and 
obscure company-agent or manager-agent conflictual relationship simultaneously. 
Nevertheless, if agents perceive themselves as private entrepreneurs rather than a business 
extension of Mutual Trust, cooperation of agents is difficult to elicit. In order to maximize 
their own commission (that is, the profit of their business), they might act against the 
interests of the company under certain circumstances. Foreseeing the possibility of 
harmful events to Mutual Trust, managers strive hard to devise ways to justify different 
calculation formulas in the overriding commission system in order to conceal their 
hierarchical and exploitative relationship with agents. Therefore, agents are unreservedly 
and enthusiastically working hard and cooperative, which helps maximize profits of both 
Mutual Trust and managers. 
In an agency meeting, a videotape about the negative effect of money and profits 
on team solidarity was shown. The speech in the video was given by a top and experienced 
life insurance sales manager at the GAMAHK Convention 1995.6 pj^ shared his 15-year 
management experience in the life insurance industry and divided his experience into two 
phases for comparison in order to demonstrate the vitality of a good working relationship 
and team solidarity to the development and benefits of an agency. In his first phase, money 
and profits, which he described as short-term motivators, were the sole motivating force of 
his agency office. He saw many conflicts generated by profits and commission. His 
downline managers felt dissatisfied and hatred towards each other due to the overriding 
system. Every one became very calculative under the overriding system and was envious 
of each other as agents felt that others did not deserve getting the prescribed overriding 
commission rate. On the one hand, junior managers would envy the top ones because they 
6 General Agents and Managers Association of Hong Kong (GAMAHK) is an organization which provides 
world-class education and training resources for individuals, companies, and organizations involved with the 
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felt that they devoted time and effort to train their agents but received little overriding 
commission while their top managers were perceived as having done nothing but received 
large overriding commission from all agents. On the other, top managers believed that the 
overriding commission rate was not commensurate with their responsibilities since they 
were responsible for handling all issues of their huge agency office. The whole agency 
office was suffused with a sense of insecurity and full of conflicts. Not only were extra 
time and efforts spent on resolving avoidable conflicts, turnover was high. Becoming 
aware of these negative influences, he adopted a new management philosophy in his 
second phase. Ideals of friendship and cooperation were employed to achieve a "win-win" 
situation. Managers and agents were asked to express concern and care over each other, 
just like their attitudes towards clients. By emphasizing these relational ideals among 
agents and managers themselves and underplaying the income inequality generated by the 
overriding commission system, their hierarchical and exploitative relationship was hidden. 
Similarly, to obscure managerial control and the exploitative overriding 
commission system, partnership among agents, managers, agency offices, and the 
company are always emphasized at Synergy and Mutual Trust. They call each other 
partners, instead of uplines and downlines. From my field observations, there appear to be 
no hierarchical relationships at all. Senior and middle-ranked managers led their agents by 
personal examples. The agency head claimed in an agency meeting, 
We are just life insurance agents whose core business activity is to 
do selling 一 prospecting, asking for sales interviews, presenting 
quotations, that is, producing business. In fact, we are like all of 
you. All of us are agents; all of us are sales soldiers. Go out to talk 
to your prospects! (#1, quotation from observation) 
In order to demonstrate their commitment to working together with their agents, 
they set sales target for themselves and openly announced it to all agents. For instance, all 
senior managers (numbered at 9 at that time) promised to produce US$100,000 in business 
in a two-month period while the sales target of all middle-rank managers (numbered at 11 
at that time) was US$70,000. During the period, they would report the business they 
produced every week. An agent told me that she really felt moved by the senior managers' 
actions, 
Nicholas and Vicky are really busy. They have to handle so many 
administrative and agency stuff, but they lead by example by 
recruitment and development of field managers, representatives, and staff in the life insurance and financial 
services industry. In 1995, more than 600 managers attended the conference. 
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squeezing in time to produce business. I feel obligated to work 
hard. (#16, quotation from causal conversation) 
Sometimes, managers would criticize themselves publicly. They innovate several 
negative senior manager awards for severely assessing themselves and motivating their 
agents. For example, "Manager with the greatest business potential" is awarded to a senior 
manager whose unit produces only several per cent of their own projected sales target, 
"Manager with a perfect body shape" is given to a senior manager whose unit does not 
produce any business near the end of the business month, etc. When I discussed such 
sarcastic awards with one of the awardees, he was not embarrassed but felt amused as he 
believed that these awards helped both self-reflection and encouragement, 
I don't mind. I perceive them as a stimulus to all of us. Criticisms 
would bring about with progress. (#2, quotation from in-depth 
interview) 
This partnership metaphor is not only sustained by managers; agents, in return, are 
also encouraged to contribute to the development of Synergy in order to achieve a 
"win-win" situation and to create a lively workplace atmosphere. In summer 1999，an 
intensive recruitment campaign was held and many recruitment seminars were launched. 
Even though only managers were responsible for recruiting activities and for asking 
prospective agents to join the seminars, agents were urged to nominate their friends or 
clients to attend. A senior manager in an agency meeting claimed, 
Asking friends to come to recruitment seminars is not only 
managers' business. Being partners of Synergy, all of us, 
including agents, should urge their friends to attend. Your friends 
may refer their friends to you and your managers. It also helps you 
promote business and builds up your prospects' confidence in you. 
(#17, quotation from observation) 
To further stir up this team-work spirit, several nomination contests were 
organized. Units competed against each other to nominate as many prospective agents to 
attend the seminars as possible. The unit with the largest attendant in these recruitment 
seminars was invited to join the free drinking club of Synergy. From my field observations, 
senior managers always urged their unit members to nominate friends and they organized 
various activities, such as giving agents colorful balloons whenever they nominated 
attendees and creating slogans, etc., to stimulate each other. All these events, like setting 
sales targets, manager awards, and nomination contests, show managers' promise to 
working shoulder-to-shoulder with their agents and their commitment to leading agents to 
success. The partnership metaphor not only obscures managerial control over agents 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 67 
under the exploitative and hierarchical relationship but also helps secure the profits, 
development, and survival of Synergy by driving agents to work hard and cooperatively 
together with their managers and inducing agents to refer friends to join Synergy. 
This partnership metaphor is not restricted to the agency level or the relationship 
between agents and managers, but permeates throughout the company and is extended 
even to the CEO and top executives of Mutual Trust. They are referred to by their first 
names and they call their contracted agents as partners, too. In the award-presentation 
ceremony, the CEO of Mutual Trust urged agents to help each other out and expressed 
that, 
Without our partners' support and their dedicated team spirit, 
Mutual Trust could not have attained such outstanding business 
performance last year, (the CEO of Mutual Trust, quotation from 
observation) 
The Vice Presidents, in other meetings, also advocate the promise of Mutual Trust 
to take care of agents' needs and not to let them feel helpless. Moreover, at ceremonial 
occasions, not only are top performers who help Mutual Trust earn a great profit acclaimed 
and awarded. Agents and managers who have been serving Mutual Trust for a long time 
are also given service awards (both ten-year and five-year service awards). They are 
openly recognized for their continuous contributions to the development of Mutual Trust 
by the CEO, who said that the “success of Mutual Trust is only made possible by their 
[recipients of service award] support and effort." Both the CEO and Vice Presidents shake 
their hands and thank them individually. 
In observing daily interactions at the office, I also sensed the teamwork spirit in 
that agents always discussed with each other to handle "troublesome" situations and 
prospects. For example, in a drilling session that I attended, several experienced agents 
practiced the sales talk and discussed the case with a new agent. One of them later taught 
the new agent how to bind the life insurance proposals in a proper order. Another one even 
spent extra time to help the new agent design a new plan for her client in order to better 
cater for client's needs and to increase the chance of closing the deal. Moreover, 
sometimes experienced managers and agents are willing to help the new agents in 
presenting sales quotation, answering lengthy inquiries, and handling awful objections. 
One agent recalled, 
When I was a new agent a year ago, Susan [his co-worker in 
another line] accompanied me in attending a few sales 
appointments. She showed me how to sell various life insurance 
products and discussed with me about how to handle different 
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types of prospects. This gave me more confidence and made me 
feel supported. I really feel grateful to her for her kindness and 
help. (#18, quotation from causal conversation) 
In fact, most of these helpfiil agents and managers do not receive any overriding 
commission from practicing and joining fieldwork with new agents. However, they are 
eager to give them their hands without expecting any material returns. One manager 
explained to me, 
This is a helping and giving industry. We want to help each other 
succeed. I believe that only by helping others can we achieve and 
enjoy true happiness together. (#2, quotation from in-depth 
interview) 
Recollection of getting concrete help and support from co-workers is very 
common in my causal conversation with agents. Once，when I socialized with agents in a 
tea break, an agent said, 
Among them [a group of agents with a common background], only 
Roy, Danny, and Sandy have good working attitudes. They strive 
hard to produce as many business as they can every month. 
However, other agents [others of the group] suspend producing 
business after they achieve the prescribed quota of the month. 
They would rather give their "extra" business to those who cannot 
meet the quota and treat the case as a co-servicing policy. (#19, 
quotation from observation) 
In fact, these "self-help" groups are very popular in the life insurance industry. 
Although they are "unethical" and discouraged by managers and life insurance companies, 
they can be perceived as agents' altruistic and helpfiil attitudes towards each other. Their 
existence fiirther demonstrates the partnership spirit as agents help each other overcome 
job difficulties and survive in business depressions. 
The obliging work environment exists in other joyful occasions. Someone who 
gets promoted would be given a few minutes in agency assemblies to share his/ her 
feelings. The wordings of every one are almost the same and could be summarized in the 
following statements: "I feel so lucky to have joined Mutual Trust and Synergy in which I 
can get promoted in a very short period of time. I don't think I could have gotten this 
position if I were still in my former company," "Without the support of my managers and 
team partners [their downline agents], I can't obtain today's achievement. They motivate 
me to work and give me a career," etc. To further praise their grand achievements. Mutual 
Trust organizes the "Manager Recognition Program" every quarter to announce their 
promotion. Apart from the speeches of gratitude like those listed above, the scenes are 
very moving. Uplines and downlines (partners) of these promoted agents and managers 
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would come to congratulate them and share their happiness. Photos would be taken and 
bouquets presented. 
Ideologies like "Our incomes are determined by ourselves," "We work to develop 
careers and actualize entrepreneurial dreams," and "We are partners" help conceal the 
hierarchical and exploitative character of the organization and team structures. Under the 
entrepreneurial spirit, Mutual Trust and its managers could enjoy peace of mind and obtain 
a respectable level of profit and overriding commission as they believe that their agents 
would work hard to produce business and they would provide clients with superb services. 
They also feel insured that clients would be loyal to both their agents and, hence, Mutual 
Trust since agents would trust Mutual Trust under the partnership metaphor. The 
metaphor obscures the exploitative overriding commission system but emphasizes on 
helping each other out and treating every one as equals. Agents and managers practically 
work to show their "love, care, and concern" to their partners without any prior rational 
calculation. These, on the one hand, heighten agents' commitment to Mutual Trust and 
Synergy and, on the other, reduce their turnover and offset the individualistic thinking 
under the concept of private business. 
3.6 Altruistic Work Culture: Releasing Work Stress and Retaining Agents 
A survey conducted at Mutual Trust from January to June in 1999 revealed that the 
main reasons for agents leaving Mutual Trust were: (1) inability to find enough prospective 
customers, (2) involvement in a bad relationship with managers and/or other team 
members, and (3) inability to tolerate work-related stress. Facing the problem of high 
turnover, managers provide agents with one-on-one training and extra support by joining 
agents in their fieldwork and resorting to the partnership metaphor as described above. 
Besides, both Mutual Trust and Synergy adopt several strategies to help agents deal with 
work-related and emotional problems and strive to create a supportive and harmonious 
work atmosphere. Every month a few workshops are held (mostly after the closing date of 
the business month) to let agents share their work experiences and feelings. In these 
workshops, agents would criticize their own work or production performance, discuss the 
aspects that need improvement, and announce their activity targets for the next month. 
Agents and managers also form small work groups in which they share their working 
experiences, give comments on each other's work, and often express support and 
appreciation. 
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According to my observations, these small informal groups not only help agents 
solve on-the-job problems and handle difficulties (which are often inevitable), but also 
serve as channels for emotional release. As suggested by Knights and Morgan (1991), the 
job of life insurance agents is “a lonely one" and they have to be out selling all day and, 
often, evening. Exposed daily to humiliation and hostility, agents are extremely stressed 
and always depressed. Telling co-workers about their work-related pressure and 
frustrations cheers and relieves them. Although every one in these groups acts as an 
"emotional absorber" in listening to others' complaints, all of them, including managers 
and agents, nonetheless told me that, 
I feel better after confiding my problems to others. Every one in 
the group expresses concern for me and supports me. (many 
agents, quotation from in-depth interviews and causal 
conversation) 
Confession, in fact, could be regarded as a way of supervising agents and 
establishing the idea that Synergy and fellow agents care about the individuals. Moreover, 
Mutual Trust organizes several EQ seminars to aid agents overcome emotional turbulence, 
engineer self-motivation, and develop outstanding customer relationships. At a workshop, 
in recalling the experiences in a training camp organized by Mutual Trust, an agent told: 
I feel very honored in joining the camp. Mutual Trust spends 
money and human resources on training us. We spent two days 
and one night in a hotel resort and the company provided us with 
accommodation and meals. Four trainers, Andy, Lillian, Henry, 
and Howard [who were experienced training and management 
staff of Mutual Trust], designed many games and programs for us. 
I feel kind of uneasy: although the sales performance of most of us 
has not been satisfactory, Mutual Trust still treats us very well by 
spending resources and putting effort on us. During those two 
days, I felt very elevated and wanted to call my prospects. 
Therefore, immediately after the camp, I went back to office at 
night and made many phone calls. (#20, quotation from 
observation) 
All such causal interactions and sharing sessions, on the one hand, represent 
Mutual Trust's promise and ideology - "love, care, and concern" to its agents, which show 
their personal concern for agents though they are not employed staff, on the other, reduce 
agents' work-related dissatisfaction and frustration. What is more is that these workshops, 
such as the training camp, make agents strongly believe that Mutual Trust is a benevolent 
company which supports them unconditionally and feel an obligation to repay the kindness 
of Mutual Trust by working hard as much as they can. It fiirther helps deal with agents' 
turnover and enhances agents' commitment to Mutual Trust and Synergy. 
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At Mutual Trust and Synergy, agents and managers are constantly reminded that 
they are equals and they should strive hard to help and motivate each other. Competition at 
the expense of others is criticized. For example, in a quarterly review of Synergy, a senior 
manager sincerely urged agents to motivate others and condemned those who showed 
contempt for co-workers, 
I am shocked by such high turnover rates during the first half of 
this year. Synergy provides agents with excellent training and a 
supportive agency environment. Please try to motivate those 
depressed agents. If you don't want to do any motivation work, 
that's fine. But, please don't look down upon or insult others. (#1, 
quotation from observation) 
Managers are always asked to critically evaluate their own management 
performance and are urged to take especially good care of their new agents. 
Go and join fieldwork with your agents; discussing and analyzing 
are of no use. (#15, quotation from observation) 
To cultivate a supportive and altruistic work environment, successful performers 
are asked to share their selling ideas. On Mondays, agents who produce the greatest 
amount of business in the previous week are invited to share their case experiences in the 
agency meeting of Synergy. They would explain how they identify the needs of their 
clients, the techniques used to disturb them, and the tricks and gimmicks that facilitate the 
closing of the deals. Other agents would sometimes raise questions and ask for details. As 
described in the last section, in my daily field observations, agents always discussed 
amongst themselves about how to deal with certain types of prospects and how to 
successfully ask for interviews, for example in cold calls. They also shared their 
self-constructed motivational stories with other agents. Their generosity even extended to 
me — some agents strove hard to tell me all their selling ideas, such as getting referrals by 
asking prospects to check the phone list in their cellular phones, avoiding no-shows by 
sending prospects invitation cards with hand-written appreciative words, etc. An agent 
confessed, 
You come to conduct a research for a few months only and I don't 
think that you can know our industry well within such a short 
period of time. Certainly, I want to help you by telling you as 
much as I can. (#16, quotation from causal conversation) 
Several agents told me that the agency atmosphere had a great impact on agents' 
emotion, especially during a career depression. An agent explained to me, 
This industry is characterized by reporting successful and happy 
cases only. When I feel frustrated, I don't want to talk to my 
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family or friends. I am afraid that they would be worried about me. 
Or it might affect the image of the life insurance industry, as it 
would be perceived that most life insurance agents are losers. 
That's why a supportive and warm work environment is very 
essential to us. We want partners [co-workers] to share both 
happiness and sadness. We need each other for emotional release. 
(#21, quotation from in-depth interview) 
Another agent further elaborated this point, 
The teamwork spirit of Synergy helps me a lot. Managers would 
think of various methods to motivate us. Sometimes, I would 
comfort other agents. When I motivate partners who are down, I 
also benefit from self-reflection. From helping others analyze the 
situations, I get some new ideas and I know how to do when I 
encounter similar circumstances next time. (#8, quotation from 
in-depth interview) 
The mutual support and sharing among agents themselves makes them feel 
relieved, able to endure certain work-related difficulties, and capable of overcoming 
emotional problems. These help reduce the agent turnover rates. 
Furthermore, managers always talk of the importance of helping each other 
succeed in the life insurance sales and management career. They believe that only by 
working under a helpful and supportive environment would all agents be eager to work 
hard and thus able to achieve. An altruistic work culture is actively created by managers 
who ask agents to motivate each other and show concern over others. In an agency 
meeting, for example, after reading aloud the names of agents who have achieved the 
quarter maintenance quota, a senior manager said, 
Those who have met the MQ [maintenance quota] should help 
others achieve. I believe that all of you are very willing to give 
others a hand. Synergy provides us with excellent training and 
support; there are so many helpers waiting to serve us. We aim at 
creating a happy and warm working environment through mutual 
support and help. If you have some difficulties, just go and ask for 
assistance and others would help you. (#12, quotation from 
observation) 
In fact, good and intimate relationships between agents and managers and among 
agents themselves are of paramount important for the success of agents, the willingness of 
agents to work cooperatively with their managers, and the retention of agents in the 
affiliated team and the life insurance company. From my field observations of recruiting 
interviews, when considering whether to join a life insurance company, prospective agents 
often placed their relationship with managers as a major consideration factor. A 
prospective agent (whom I have met in another occasion previously) told me. 
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I feel more comfortable working with Frederick at Global 
Insurance (pseudonym) [the manager in another life insurance 
company which he considered joining]. Both of us are Christians 
and we share similar attitudes toward life. Also, I know some of 
the agents in his team and I think we can get along with each other. 
I believe that I can learn more from these guys and work with them 
happily. However, I don't have such feelings for Kenneth [the 
manager at Mutual Trust, who wanted to recruit him]. We have no 
commonalties concerning religious beliefs and personal values, (a 
prospective agent, quotation from causal conversation) 
A few weeks later, I encountered him at a train station and he was on his way to 
sign the agent contract at Global Insurance. My interview data help show the negative 
relationship between agent-manager relationship and agents' turnover. Ken is a downline 
of Charles who recruited him to Asian Insurance (pseudonym) four years ago. However, 
Charles left Asian Insurance and joined Mutual Trust two years ago. Without the request 
of Charles, Ken followed Charles and joined Mutual Trust. Ken explained: 
Of course, I had a lot of worries concerning leaving Asian 
Insurance. On the one hand, I had to explain to my clients, to tell 
them how I would still serve them concerning their policies at 
Asian Insurance, and more importantly, to build up their 
confidence in me. On the other, I really felt I had obligations to 
follow Charles who had been my mentor and personal coach in the 
life insurance industry. Also, I was very eager to continue working 
with him. He had taught me a lot and I had so many things to learn 
from him. That's why I joined Mutual Trust. Up till now, I 
haven't felt any regret and I work well with him and Synergy. 
(#22, quotation from causal conservation) 
High-rank managers and leaders do the most and try their best to cultivate a 
cooperative and teamwork atmosphere. They organize many agency functions, such as 
monthly closing dinners, picnics, annual dinners, Christmas and New Year parties, 
birthday parties, etc., which are compulsory. They also get agency magazines published. 
Many agents enjoy these programs very much as they believe that they could work and 
play with people who share similar vision and interests. However, some agents told me 
that they felt bored in these functions. 
The monthly closing dinners are senseless. Every one has to share 
the fees even if you don't show up. We just get to eat together and 
go home late at night. I have to go to work at nine next morning! 
(#16, quotation from causal conversation) 
Another agent complained, 
I am proud of Synergy, for sure, and I work hard and my very best 
to contribute to the success of my team. But I have my personal 
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life, and I don't want my children and wife to be part of my job. 
(#23, quotation from causal conversation) 
In spite of personal resistance and complaints from some agents, these agency 
activities probably help retain agents as they show the commitment of Synergy to create a 
joyous and humane work environment. Supportive agency culture is one of the major 
selling points in recruiting agents. The activities aim to further demonstrate that life 
insurance companies and managers are not only concerned with overriding commission 
and profit, but are also willing to take care of the all-round development of agents by 
encouraging agents to maintain a balance between work and personal lives. Through such 
leisure activities, agents' labor power can be reproduced and they can be fully recharged to 
produce business and to achieve better performance. 
3.7 "Love, Care, and Concern": Eliciting Cooperation and Generating Consent 
Both Mutual Trust and Synergy employ several labor control strategies such as 
cultivating a "mind of success" and prescribing scripts of sales talks, which are similar to 
those used (like PMA attitude and standardization of work routines) at Combined 
Insurance (Leidner 1993). However, given the spontaneity of service encounters, the 
intangibility of services, the inconspicuous immediate concrete value of the products, and 
the direct, face-to-face manner in which services are often rendered, it is difficult for 
organizations and managers to supervise, direct, and regulate the workers-customers 
interaction processes through conventional control systems, such as routines, rules, and 
immediate supervision. Accordingly, management often focuses on more indirect control, 
for instance on establishing a service culture that will facilitate agents' identification with 
their missionary roles and internalization of dedicatory service values and norms. I 
identify a new form of control which I term "ideological control" to describe the labor 
process of the life insurance industry in particular, and interactive service work 
organizations in general. Under the ideological system of control, dedicatory ethics of 
offering quality services and altruistic work relationships among workers are cultivated. 
Managers at Mutual Trust not only adopt both external and inner means to motivate agents 
to work hard, by resorting to material rewards such as pay, and intrinsic satisfaction such as 
feeling of worth and competence. I have also identified two levels of ideological control 
used by them, centered on the ideals of "love, care, and concern." The first is operated at 
the level of agents-clients relationship while the second, company/ managers-agents 
relationship. At the first level, the cultivation of dedicatory ethics is applied to generate 
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agents' consent to work hard and to deliver superb after-sales services. The moral mission 
to guarantee that every one has life-long financial protection makes agents endure insults 
and hostility. At the second level, the hierarchical character of the agency structure, as 
indicated by the overriding system in which managers profit from agents' work, is 
concealed by the acclamation of an entrepreneurial spirit and the partnership metaphor. 
An altruistic work culture is created to elicit agents' cooperation. To minimize agents' 
resistance, programs are constructed to deal with agents' work-related pressure and 
dissatisfactions and to let them understand that frustrations are inevitable even for 
successfiil agents and managers. In short, management strategies in ideological system of 
control are obscured as expressions of missionary beliefs and entrepreneurial enthusiasm. 
The ideology of "love, care, and concern" serves both as a source of commitment for 
agents and as a guide to action when dealing with customers. 
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CHAPTER 4 Managing Selves when Selling Life Insurance 
In the last chapter, I described and illustrated how life insurance companies and 
managers internalized agents with lifelong benevolent values towards their prospects and 
clients and created a harmonious work environment to make them feel totally committed to 
the life insurance industry and their affiliated companies. On the one hand, it demonstrates 
that an ideological system of control is introduced to get agents to work hard, to swallow 
humiliation and insults, and to tolerate stress. On the other, it suggests that owing to the 
intangible product nature and high demand on personal services, selling life insurance calls 
for agents' intensive emotional investment in order to obtain clients' trust and loyalty. 
Apart from gaining the positive support of service recipients (positively persuade them), in 
sharing and drilling sessions, agents are suggested to pinpoint clients' moral absurdity and 
wrong doings and to tell them motivational stories to demonstrate the importance of 
financial protection, even at the risk of offending clients, spoiling business, or damaging 
reputation. In so doing, agents' private feelings, personal biographies, emotion memories, 
and individual personalities are drawn to facilitate their presentation of deep concern for 
clients. They often empathize with the financial interests and personal security of their 
prospects and clients. Such phenomena not only represent the success of management 
control over their private emotions and true selves, but also indicate that in selling life 
insurance, agents also sell their souls. While interpersonal activity in service encounters 
may have always and everywhere demanded the maintenance of a facade of subservience 
or conviviality, agents are increasingly pressured to experience rather than merely express 
appropriate emotions. By using Hochschild's (1979 and 1983) concepts, agents are 
engaged not only in impression management and surface acting, but also in deep acting or 
the expression of genuine feelings. Indeed, the importance of relationship marketing in 
promoting intangible life insurance inexorably calls for agents' deep selves and intensive 
emotional investment. 
In this chapter, I will show how agents manage their selves and private feelings in 
forms of surface and deep acting when interacting with their prospects and clients. Agents 
could maintain a prescribed demeanor or mask by performing surface acting, which also 
means compliance to organizationally and occupationally appropriate emotional display. 
Their front stage is incongruent with the back one as they manage their behavioral 
expressions but do not feel what they really display. Nevertheless, compelled by the 
ideology of missionary sales personnel, agents often engage in deep or method acting by 
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using private memories to recall and induce their own and clients' genuine feelings. In 
other words, personal resources are put into use in selling life insurance. Engaging in 
surface and deep acting in commercial settings, unlike doing so in private context, makes 
one's face and one's feelings take on the properties of a resource which could be used to 
make money. Participating in agent-client sales interactions enables me to see how agents 
mobilize private emotional resources to facilitate the production of business. Seeing the 
involvement of agents' feelings and selves in sales interaction, I would further argue that 
the life insurance business involves the commercial exploitation of private emotions and 
human relations. Through performing the emotional labor, agents are prone to suffer 
hidden injuries, which adversely affect their psychological well being and can be 
considered an occupational hazard. 
4.1 Impression Management or Surface Acting: Doing Trust- and 
Relationship-Building Activities 
I received a phone call from a former client yesterday. He was 
extremely furious at the agent responsible for his policies at Global 
Life (pseudonym), [his former company] and nicknamed the agent 
a small potato. "The small potato knows nothing! I don't want to 
talk to him anymore," he yelled. As far as I know, his servicing 
agent was my former manager who was not a small potato but was 
more superior to me. I guess my former manager had given this 
case to one of his downlines. Of course, I couldn't say anything 
but let him vent his anger. After shouting for a few minutes, he 
requested me to transfer most of his life insurance at Global Life to 
Mutual Trust. (#9, quotation from observation) 
A manager shared a case with his agents and fiirther concluded that personalized 
service and relationships were very important. 
In fact, clients are very irrational; even if they understand that they 
would lose financially otherwise, they are not willing to risk 
themselves by giving their life protection to the hands of total 
strangers. It is of paramount importance for agents to build up the 
confidence of prospects in them. Agents cannot be replaced and 
no one can rob us of our friends, our loyal clients. (#9, quotation 
from observation) 
This example demonstrates the importance of life insurance agents in the success 
of sales interactions. As concluded by Young (1991) and Yu (1997), knowledge about life 
insurance has not been an important factor in the determination of an agent's success. 
Instead, their financial success depends largely on the social network they are able to 
cultivate. Personality, social skills, and networks are their biggest assets. Research on life 
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insurance (Leidner 1993; Oakes 1990; Wong 1991; Young 1991; Yu 1997) advances that 
a life insurance agent must put up believable performances of friendliness toward 
prospects in order to effectively sell the company's products. Crosby and Stephens (1987) 
support the claim that a personalized style of communication would add value to the 
service package. To enhance a friendly relationship, agents have to show their 
commitment to providing services lifelong, to demonstrate sympathy and personal concern 
for clients and their families, to prioritize the interests of clients, to help them achieve long 
term goals, and to develop effective communications with them. All these trust- and 
relationship-building activities mandate that agents embrace the proper emotional posture 
and deliberately display appropriate demeanor or mask. In fact, in the case of life 
insurance agents, emotional style and investments are part of the service itself. Then, what 
constitute appropriate display of feelings in the selling of life insurance? How do life 
insurance agents perform emotional labor in order to get work done and smoothen sales 
interactions? 
In studying social patterns in emotive experiences, Goffman (1967) catches an 
irony: at any instant, individuals are actively negotiating a course of action, but in the long 
mn, all the actions seem like passive acquiescence to social conventions. Individuals often 
consciously and deliberately induce and inhibit feelings so as to render them "appropriate" 
for a situation. He concludes that emotion management is the type of work involved in 
trying to comply with feeling rules. Suggesting the self as an emotion manager, Goffman 
(1959) argues that people spend a good deal of effort managing impressions - that is, 
acting. Extending Goffman's observation on the direct management of behavioral 
expressions to acquiesce social conventions, Hochschild (1979 and 1983) claims that 
people not only try to conform outwardly, but do so inwardly as well -through direct 
management of feelings from which expressions can follow. The first technique is called 
"surface acting," and the second, "deep acting." As mentioned in the literature review, 
service employees are often required to express certain emotions as part of their jobs. 
Studies on service industry (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993; Grayson 1996; Hochschild 
1983; Leidner 1993; Macdonald and Sirianni 1996; Wharton 1996) indicate that many 
service jobs are indeed "people work" which demands the manipulation of interpersonal 
relationships. Service workers, whose style of delivering services is as important to the 
customers as the products delivered, must constantly monitor their performance. The 
content of displayed emotions is manifested in facial expressions, bodily gestures, tone of 
voice, and language, while that of felt emotions focuses on conscious and deliberate efforts 
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to shape or manage feelings (Hochschild 1979). Hochschild (1983) fiirther mentions that 
both display and feeling rules vary from one occupation to another. Recognizing the 
paramount importance of performing emotional labor in maintaining rapport, life 
insurance companies and their managers encourage agents not only to sell their 
personalities, but also, more precisely, to acquire an appreciation of display and feeling 
rules and a capacity for deep acting. They are invited to focus on the management of 
feelings rather than merely that of behavioral expressions. In the occupational and 
organizational norms in the life insurance industry concerning expressed emotions, 
personalized communication and interactions between agents and clients are emphasized. 
Agents are encouraged to interact with clients as if they are their own personal friends, to 
communicate with them by expressing genuine interest and deep sympathy with their 
private problems, and to use courtesy and flattery to make interactions go smoothly. What 
is more is that managers always tell agents to "put their hearts into clients" and use 
affection when telling prospects about the benefits, meanings, and functions of life 
insurance. Emotional and personalized sales talks are strongly recommended. Rational 
calculation of monetary returns and logical analyses of life insurance plans are highly 
discouraged and used only as a last resort. In sum, during the continuous process of sales 
interactions, personal trust and permanent service relationship result from comprehensive 
and candid discussions and sharing of personal thoughts between clients and agents. 
Participating in agents' cold call visits, I came to realize the importance of doing 
impression management work to establish rapport. Apart from asking prospects' personal 
information, such as age, family income, and life insurance protection situation, agents 
would initiate causal conversations with these prospects in order to shorten the distance 
between them and to reduce prospects' uneasiness toward strangers. In a cold call visit to a 
housing estate where she had lived, one of the agents started by telling prospects that she 
lived in the neighborhood and began to compare the past and present living environment 
and facilities in the housing estate. In doing so, she successfiilly broke the ice and the 
prospects did not regard the agents as total strangers since they shared similar backgrounds 
and could engage in discussion on common topics of interest. Prospects became more 
open to and were more eager to interact with agents. These conversations and interactions, 
indeed, reinforce the prospects' positive impression towards agents and help agents 
cultivate trust and build relationship, making the proceeding to the next steps of selling 
easier. The incidence further reveals that the sales process can be conceived as a series of 
strategic interactions between the agents and prospects. In order to heighten the chance of 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 80 
introducing life insurance and to smoothen the ensuing interaction processes, it is 
necessary for agents to eliminate the suspicion, indifference, fear, or antagonism of 
prospects. 
Many agents told me about the importance of giving good impression to prospects, 
especially those from cold calls. Nancy described that when she conducted street-intercept 
interviews, she did not dress formally. Instead, she wore fashionable causal wear as she 
learned from her experiences that passers-by felt more comfortable with and deemed more 
approachable a casually-dressed person. Other agents added some other gimmicks in 
doing cold calls. As women in their mid-twenties, they could present themselves as cute, 
energetic, and comely. A female agent told me, 
The only way we can get their [prospects'] numbers is to treat them 
as good friends. I pretend to be very close to prospects and always 
talk to them cheerfully. I would try my best to put on a smiling 
face. (#14, quotation from causal conversation) 
In a drilling session, a manager taught agents skills in initiating conversation in a 
way that would leave a distinctive impression on prospects. Agents were encouraged to 
explicitly ask prospects whether they would feel resistant to them, whether they would 
make friends with them, and whether they would make further appointments. Such a 
forthright approach facilitates the arrangement of further sales interviews because 
prospects would be embarrassed to say no in front of agents. Also, it strengthens the 
impression of prospects toward agents and solicits their commitment. Requesting 
prospects to remember themselves and asking for opportunities for further appointments 
would probably cause prospects' resistance. This point will be further discussed in 
Chapter 5. Agents also strive hard to devise methods to warm up prospects during the 
several-minute-conversations in conducting surveys. For instance, agents try to relate their 
personal biographies to those of the prospects and to show interests in them by asking 
questions. For example, I observed how an agent related his academic background to his 
client's, 
Oh! You're also from this university. I graduated in 1989, how 
about you? (#24, quotation from observation) 
In sum, agents would present themselves as sincere, friendly, and communicative 
to narrow the interpersonal distance with prospects. 
To build confidence and consolidate relationship, agents would constantly keep in 
touch with prospects from the cold call market, even when the prospects are not willing to 
meet them again or they have never engaged in face-to-face interactions (e.g. prospects 
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from name card calls). An agent described, 
I send regards to them during festivals and we causally talk about 
our life, work, or whatever matters. I would call them every month 
unless they asked me not to call them anymore (#13, quotation 
from causal conversation) 
Keeping continual contact with prospects would sometimes generate interviewing 
appointments. Joey recalled her case, 
A year ago, I first called a prospect, whose number I got from a 
name card. Of course, she did not want to talk to a stranger and 
excused that she was too busy at that moment. Then, I contacted 
her again a month later and asked whether she was as busy as the 
month before. That time, she gave me a few minutes to introduce 
myself but said that she has just brought a new policy. I couldn't 
make an appointment with her. I kept on calling her and we began 
to talk about our own children. Sometimes, we exchanged 
information concerning selecting primary schools and I sent her 
books on supervising children. Three months ago, she suggested 
that we meet each other. In the appointment, she admitted that she 
was very impressed by my patience and persistence in calling her 
even though she already had adequate life insurance protection. 
She is now my client and we are friends. (#12, quotation from 
in-depth interview) 
Most agents have similar experiences in dealing with prospects from the cold call 
market. They regard these phone conversations as entertainment and try to enjoy the 
excitement of talking to strangers and making friends over the phone. The satisfaction and 
enjoyment of calling and interacting with cold call prospects be elaborated in Chapter 5. 
Apart from showing sincerity and friendliness, agents would present themselves as 
modest by showing their subordinate status. These can be interpreted as a Machiavellian 
approach used by agents to generate chances for sales interviews. In many training 
sessions, experienced agents urge new agents to humble themselves and to ask prospects to 
give them opportunities to leam. 
If prospects are elders, I will invite them to spare time in sharing 
with me their valuable experiences and attitudes toward life. 
However, if I face fresh university graduates, I will show my 
admiration for them as they are very young, energetic, and ready to 
develop to their fullest potential. I would express my regret for not 
having received a tertiary education. I would ask them to tell me 
about their university life and would show my interests towards 
understanding them as a new generation: their interests, goals, and 
visions. (#5, quotation from observation) 
All these conversations are intended to subordinate agents to prospects; by abasing 
themselves, agents attempt to flatter or invoke sympathy, thus compelling prospects to 
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show up at appointments. 
Displaying interests when engaging in personalized conversations, presenting 
oneself as nice and willing to befriend, and subordinating oneself by using flattery would 
impress prospects and smoother! sales interaction processes. What is more is that in order 
to perform the impression management work more effectively, agents sometimes 
mobilized their individual resources, such as families, education backgrounds, hobbies, 
and past experiences to elicit cooperation and trust from prospects and to make themselves 
remembered. Such emotion work helps advantage seeking as agents are able to generate 
more business chances by impressing on prospects the idea that they are trustworthy and 
friendly. However, in order to make prospects feel that agents are willing to develop a 
lifelong personal relationship, sympathetically identify with clients' financial security, are 
committed towards giving clients premium services, and would even place clients' 
interests above their own, agents are not only required to perform impression management 
work, but also deep acting. 
4.2 Deep Acting: Selling Life Insurance plus Selling One's Soul 
In an agency meeting, a manager claimed. 
We're in the business of selling ourselves, but not products or 
Mutual Trust. (#17, quotation from observation) 
An experienced agent shared with his partners, 
When I decided to transfer to Mutual Trust, I told the decision to 
my existing clients and comforted them that I would follow up on 
all the policies they purchased at Asian Life (pseudonym), my 
former company. One of the clients inquired, "Aren't you an agent 
of International Insurance (pseudonym)? Isn't my existing policy 
with International Insurance?" At that moment, I didn't know 
whether I should feel happy or failed. My client has little idea 
about his life insurance policy and company! (#25, quotation from 
observation) 
This incident proves that the role of the agents is the most important. Most clients 
buy life insurance simply because of the agents, but not the products or life insurance 
companies. In this industry, the selling point is mostly focused on the agents themselves. 
As stated by an agent. 
Agents contribute 70 per cent to the success while the product only 
accounts for 30 per cent. 
As agents realize that they are critical to their success in selling life insurance, in 
order to solicit prospects' and clients' support, they not only induce or suppress feelings in 
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order to sustain an appropriate outward countenance, but also draw upon sources of self 
and individuality. To facilitate their sales presentations, most agents prepare a set of visual 
aids which includes their personal biographies, how and why they join the life insurance 
industry, newspaper cuttings on health statistics and personal tragedies, etc. An agent 
showed me her sales kit which was composed of many personal photos with handwritten 
descriptions. Most pictures present her experiences in her previous job as a nurse, for 
example, how she took care of her patients, worked with physicians and other nurses, and 
how she looked in her uniform. In order to demonstrate how to introduce herself in first 
sales interviews, she used her own sales kit and told me her story, 
I became a registered nurse when I finished my secondary 
education. In these few years, I encountered many tragedies which 
could have been avoided. Many patients could have been well 
treated if they had purchased adequate insurance coverage. I felt 
really sorry and helpless. I couldn't help them and give them the 
best treatments just because they were unable to afford them. 
Once, I encountered a boy who suffered from a liver disease. 
Luckily, he recovered after a liver transplant. Later, I discovered 
that his mom got him a liver by giving someone HK$200,000 
[around US$25,000]. Facing avoidable tragedies, I wanted to join 
the industry [life insurance industry] as I believe that selling life 
insurance and delivering the message regarding the importance of 
adequate insurance coverage to others can better help people in 
practical terms. (#16, quotation from causal conversation) 
This story is really moving as the agent is able to employ her personal experience 
with concrete examples to create a state of mind in her prospects. What is more is that by 
using her own emotion memory to recall deep and private feelings, she not only performs 
deep or method acting in which her facial expressions and body postures are congruent 
with her inner feelings, but also successfully produce a proper state of mind in prospects in 
which they can appreciate the "authenticity" of the story, empathize with those involved, 
and become convinced of the positive functions of life insurance to them. Prospects may 
feel the urgency of protecting themselves by purchasing enough insurance. From this 
example, it reveals that to strengthen prospects' confidence in buying life insurance from 
particular agents, agents have to mobilize their precious personal memories and true 
feelings, such as their past working experiences and related emotional history, in order to 
illuminate the existing protection needs of prospects and to express genuine personal and 
intimate concern for them and their families. 
Nevertheless, it could be argued that it is not rationally necessary to draw on 
agents' individual feelings and private experiences to show the financial urgency of 
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protecting prospects' interests, even if they are regarded as personal friends. After all, 
agents and prospects are engaged on an equal footing in an economic exchange as agents 
offer financial advice to prospects who in turn purchase life insurance from agents for their 
own financial protection. Personal details are, in fact, private enough to be disclosed and 
they should not be employed to facilitate the generation of business. However, as 
suggested by research on service exchanges (Colgate and Stewart 1998; Crosby and 
Stephens 1987; Van Maanen and Kunda 1989), trust is built not only on symbolic grounds 
(via things such as giving gifts and offering positive expressions about the relationship), 
but also on objective grounds (via things such as telling the truth and keeping promises). 
As such, greetings, sending regards, or delivering flattery are not enough and reliable; 
instead, being open about oneself supports a climate of trust. Grayson (1998) further 
elaborates this point by describing "the relationship of truth to intimacy” (p. 134). It 
suggests that service recipients have an implicit personality theory relating deliberate 
emotional labor to such attributes as insincerity, dishonesty, promise breaking, and 
deception, all of which are indicators of distrust. To avoid being perceived as insincere, 
hypocritical, and unreliable, agents not only "put on" appropriate expressions on their faces 
or proper posture of their bodies, but also draw on their private resources (their true selves, 
feelings, and even souls) and put their hearts into their prospects and clients. 
An agent's confession helps confirm the importance of revealing one's intimate 
details in achieving financial success, 
The tenet of this industry is “people buy people." Life insurance is 
very personal and agent is very unique. If prospects believe me, 
they would believe the product and would be willing to buy. On 
the contrary, if they don't believe me, they don't believe what I say 
and the business is doomed to fail. I seldom start my sales 
interviews by rationally analyzing the life insurance needs of 
prospects and telling them the advantages of being financially 
protected. Instead, I prefer sharing my dream and other personal 
matters with prospects and clients. Let me give you a concrete 
example. Yesterday, I saw a client from a charity event of Po 
Leung Kuk. We hadn't seen each other before but had just talked 
over the phone and I asked for an appointment at her home. All I 
knew was that she was a mother of two primary school children 
and a housewife in a lower middle class family. At the beginning, 
she was very uneasy and there were several moments of dead air. I 
clearly knew that I should take up the part of leading the discussion; 
otherwise, I would not see her again. I began to ask about her past 
working experiences; she had been a factory worker and I related 
her former work to my childhood experience, as my home was 
also an outworking workshop. Later, we found out that both of us 
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came from the Mainland in the 1970s. We shared our stories in 
native villages and the processes of adapting to life in Hong Kong. 
We had a good time and the atmosphere was warm when we 
shared our experiences in China and Hong Kong. (#21, quotation 
from causal conversation) 
The agent fiirther concluded that although the prospects would not regard her as a 
swindler as she represented both Po Leung Kuk (a charitable organization) and Mutual 
Trust, the prospect had no idea about her trustworthiness and professional knowledge. In 
order to gain access to personal details of prospects' lives and understand their ideas about 
insurance protection, agents must, therefore, obtain trust and rapport from prospects. To 
establish a relationship and to elicit trust from prospects, according to Grayson's theory on 
“the relationship of truth to intimacy,” agents must first tell prospects about their personal 
information, values and attitudes towards life, families, and the future. Only by showing 
their commitment to servicing and protecting them financially could agents make 
prospects believe them and begin to tell them their own private feelings and values. If they 
could successfully gain access to prospects' personal data and background, agents would 
be able to read clients' mind and identify their insurance needs. This example also 
illustrates that prospects' confidence in agents and their mutual trust are, indeed, products 
of the continuous interactions between both parties during repeated processes of sales 
interviews. In sum, the interviewing process itself is essential to the development of 
prospects' trust in agents. In order to create tailor-made plan for prospects, agents must 
convince prospects to share their personal ideals and some of the most intimate details of 
their personal lives. Such experience sharing binds prospects to agents and establishes a 
relationship based on personal trust. Once formed, such a relationship is difficult to shake 
since it rests on long hours of personal exchanges and due to the intimacy of details 
disclosed by prospects. As such, it is essential for agents to gain access to these privileged 
data, such as existing health conditions, medical history, drug-taking habits, claims 
experience, job nature, personal income, family background, etc. Without them, financial 
analyses and the formulation of life insurance proposals cannot even begin. It further 
evidences that the processes by which agents gain access to these facts tie prospects to 
agents in a highly personal way. Hence, it is extremely essential to build up a permanent 
relationship which is based on trust and confidence on the side of clients and 
professionalism and respect toward confidentiality on the part of agents. 
To probe into the importance of mobilizing sources of selves in selling life 
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insurance, I participated in many other selling interviews] By joining fieldwork with 
Keith, I came to realize that agents would not only call on their private experiences, but 
also use existing friendship with prospects and their common social networks to urge 
prospects to make a decision. According to Keith, Wendy was his classmate in school; 
even though they have had several selling interviews, Wendy has not yet decided to 
purchase. During the whole interview, Keith only refreshed Wendy's memory by 
recapitulating the main contents of the life insurance proposal and let her ask for details. 
However, Wendy confessed that she did not feel that she had any insurance needs at that 
moment as her families could financially support her in case of any emergency. As such, 
Keith first showed his understanding towards Wendy, then explained to her the importance 
of being protected by life insurance by telling a touching story, 
Yes, I understand your viewpoint and know why you don't see an 
urgency at present. Do you remember our classmate, Johnson? 
He is now in Australia. In fact, a year ago, after his graduation, he 
told me that he planned to return to Hong Kong and look for a job 
here. He also promised to support me by purchasing a life 
insurance from me in Hong Kong. However, a few weeks later, he 
discovered that he had a heart disease and he was unable to come 
back. He underwent a heart surgery and is now taking a long rest 
at home. Fortunately, he is an Australian citizen and can receive 
medical treatment free of charge. Nevertheless, I feel really 
uneasy and upset. Recently, I have been handling his case. 
However, all I can do at this moment is to check whether he is still 
eligible to purchase life insurance and to find out how much 
loading will be added. I am very sorry about him as I may not be 
able to offer him a life insurance protection. Owing to this incident, 
I become more aware about the urgency of getting lifelong 
protection. Of course, most of our friends are very young and the 
likelihood of encountering serious accidents or getting critical 
illnesses is very small. But, I don't want my friends to be deprived 
of opportunities of getting insurance protection just because they 
encounter unpredictable events, such as contracting HIV, Hepatitis 
B or any serious diseases, which adversely affect the chance of 
being accepted for life insurance. Both you and Johnson are my 
college friends and I really hope that I can protect all of my friends 
financially and give them the peace of mind. (#24, quotation from 
observation) 
In this real story, the protagonist was a friend of both Keith's and Wendy's; by 
discussing the event, not only did Keith perform deep acting by using his emotion memory 
1 Other selling interview is different from first and closing interviews, in which agents offer additional 
services to clients and prospects, such as explaining existing policies that clients held, giving other 
insurance information like general insurance and provident tod. It also serves the purposes of 
consolidating relationships, persuading clients to upgrade the existing policies, and asking for referrals. 
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to recall his internal feelings toward Johnson, but Wendy was also invited to engage in 
mobilizing her personal imagination and private emotions about their common friend, 
Johnson. Thus, she could sympathetically understand the personal tragedy encountered by 
Johnson. By performing deep acting and using emotion memories to recall private 
feelings, on the one hand, the story becomes more touching to both Wendy and Keith as a 
common state of mind is produced upon agent and prospect, and on the other, the 
convincing power is strengthened as it is a genuine and intimate experience for both parties 
(and Wendy was able to relate her friends' experience to herself). What is more is that 
personal feelings and emotion memories of both Wendy and Keith are employed as 
resources to facilitate the generation of business in the part of Keith (agent) and to generate 
consent and sense of urgency in the part of Wendy (prospect). This fiirther demonstrates 
that in order to close business deals, agents not only use their resources of selves as 
company assets, but also sell their souls by putting their own hearts into prospects to show 
deep concerns for the possibility of unpredictable misfortunes encountered by them. 
It can be seen that agents' true selves, internal feelings, and personal relationships 
are constantly called for in the selling of life insurance. As selling life insurance is 
regarded as a "people business," most clients buy life insurance just because they believe 
in the agents. What is more is that selling life insurance is also a process of selling oneself 
as interpersonal trust, friendship, and lifelong servicing promises are always drawn upon in 
the selling process. If agents fail to keep their promises and to offer superb after-sales 
services, their existing relationship and trust with clients would be broken. Edmond's case 
helps amplified this point. Edmond joined Republic Insurance (pseudonym) a few years 
ago, transferred to Mutual Trust three years ago, and left the industry last year. 
It was very frustrating as I lost some good friends because of 
leaving the industry. Every time, when I transferred to other 
companies or left the industry, I explained to my existing clients 
the reasons for transfer and promised them that I would continue 
servicing them even though I was not selling life insurance 
anymore. But some friends didn't understand and condemned that 
I deceived them as I was unable to serve them for life. Now, 
although most of them support my decision to pursue other career 
goals, some abused me verbally and asked others not to believe in 
my promises towards them, (a displaced agent, quotation from 
in-depth interview) 
His case concludes that selling life insurance is not only selling others financial 
protection, but also selling oneself, one's credibility, and one's soul. Since most agents sell 
their personal selves and souls when marketing life insurance, they would not be entrusted 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 88 
with anything else when clients find that their promises of providing personal life 
insurance services for the rest of their lives are not kept. 
Besides, some agents mentioned that it was difficult, if not impossible, to leave this 
industry after joining. Their common responses were, "I promise my friends to serve them 
for at least two years.", "I can't leave, unless I am physically unable to work.", "I will feel 
extremely apologetic to leave my existing clients to other agents because they don't know 
each other.", etc. Anita confided to me how she felt that being a life insurance agent was a 
career path of no return, 
Before joining the industry, I assumed that being a life insurance 
sales was a zero-sum game: you either succeed or fail and no one 
can be an average agent. Thus, when I decided to join Mutual 
Trust, I told my manager that if I couldn't develop my client base 
in the first year, I would definitely leave the industry. But, after a 
few months, I came to realize that it was impossible to leave my 
friends [clients] alone. I have made many promises to them; if I 
leave the industry, my promises to them would be broken and their 
trust in me would terminate. I don't want to owe them and be 
irresponsible to them. I can't risk losing my reputation. Unless I 
can't meet the minimum quota and I am terminated, I will stay in 
the industry and serve my clients for the rest of my life. (#13, 
quotation from in-depth interview) 
It can be seen that during sales interactions, agents show their sincere concern for 
the misfortunes of others, genuinely express their feelings which are deep and integral to 
their own individuality, and constantly draw on their personalities, social relationships, 
private experiences, and true selves to obtain prospects' trust and to bring them to see the 
moral superiority of life insurance and their lifelong commitment to them. In fact, by 
agents' engagement in deep acting and use of personal emotional memories, not only are 
feelings made business assets, but agents' true selves and soul are also introduced into the 
market place and are being commodified, which helps generate their commission and 
advances the company's profit. 
4.3 Managed Feelings: Commercialization of Selves, Human Relations, and 
Interpersonal Trust 
Whether they engage in surface or deep acting, in performing and selling 
emotional labor, workers' feelings and selves are called upon and put to use to enhance 
profits. As Hochschild (1983) proposes, organizations are no longer content that their 
workers engage in surface acting, which relies on technical maneuvers to portray feelings, 
and in which "the body, not the soul, is the main tool of the trade" (p. 3 7). Today, workers 
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are encouraged to perform deep or method acting, in which the workers draw on a 
reservoir of "emotion memories" to produce an appropriate response (being trustworthy 
and sympathetic to prospects' financial security in the case of life insurance agents) for the 
given occupational role and scene. Work organizations hope to have the workers' true 
selves come to work and to make these private resources company assets. Moreover, 
when gestures of emotions are exchanged in the marketplace, as an aspect of what is sold 
and bought as labor power, according to Hochschild (1983), we could speak of the 
"commodification" of emotion work. The demand for it waxes and wanes depending upon 
the competition within the industry. And interactive service work organizations believe 
that providing high quality, individualized, authentic, and more intense social interactions 
between workers and service-recipients is the key to gaining a competitive advantage. 
However, the intensive emotional investment by life insurance agents in the selling 
processes inevitably leads to commercial exploitation of selves, human relations, and 
interpersonal trust. In the previous section, I demonstrated how an agent employed her 
past working experiences and feelings on personal tragedies encountered by her hospital 
patients to create a state of mind in her prospects and to urge them to make a decision. 
Apart from drawing on their personal resources, what is more is that by mobilizing their 
precious experiences and deep feelings, agents subordinated themselves to prospects in 
order to maximize their advantages in the sales processes. For example, in a drilling 
session, a new agent shared a selling idea with his fellow workers, 
Yesterday, I made a phone call to a middle-aged woman who is 
from street-intercept interview. She raised an objection and 
challenged that I was too inexperienced to be entrusted with. Then, 
immediately, I followed her logic of thinking and started to sell my 
own features. "Yes, you're right; I am a very fresh but energetic 
agent. But without prospects' support, I don't think I can become a 
successful agent. I sincerely invite you to do me, a young guy, a 
favor and let me leam from your rich social experience. Will you 
be free on Wednesday or Thursday afternoon?" I will see her 
tomorrow. (#20, quotation from observation) 
Making use of his status as a fresh university graduate who has chosen selling life 
insurance as a career, he asked the prospect to give him an opportunity of learning from her. 
This agent is consciously aware that his personal characteristics, such as being a fresh 
graduate, inexperienced, energetic, and sincere, could be employed to create an appealing 
performance of genuine respect towards a mature prospect and to effectively build up 
confidence in the prospect and sell the product. In fact, it is not uncommon to make use of 
agents' personal stories for commercial purposes. A manager in a workshop claimed. 
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You guys are very young and unmarried. How do you sell 
educational fund to parents? I begin to sell it by telling my own 
story. "After matriculation, I planned to study in Britain. At that 
time, a school admitted me and I naively believed that I could 
support myself by working at my cousin's restaurant there. I told 
my parents about my decision and, of course, they were very 
supportive. However, I later overheard their conversation and 
discovered that they could hardly afford my tuition fee in Britain or 
even a round trip ticket. Air tickets to Europe were really 
expensive twenty years ago, you know. I came to realize that it 
was impossible for me to study abroad as my two younger sisters 
were still in schools. Therefore, I joined the workforce. Are you 
willing to deprive the educational opportunities of your talented 
children just because you can't afford a round-trip ticket? If 
Harvard or MIT admitted them, will you be so callous to tell them 
the fact that you aren't financially prepared for their overseas 
education?" This is my story, Teddy's version of selling 
educational fiind. Do you have your own version? Can you recall 
your own educational biography and tell it to your clients in a 
touching way? (#2, quotation from observation) 
By mobilizing their personal resources, agents create their own scripts of sales talk. 
Their stories and scripts bear their own brand names, such as Teddy's or Anita's. They do 
not use Mutual Trust's sales scripts anymore as they are selling their own brand names. 
Also, when they employ their personal versions of sales talk, not only objective facts of 
their individual experiences, but also their internal feelings generated from these emotional 
memories, are drawn upon for commercial use — expressing their genuineness, showing 
their sincerity, and increasing the truthfulness and the convincing power about the urgency 
and indispensability of life insurance to prospects. 
Apart from exploiting their personal selves, individual experiences, and deep 
feelings for commercial uses, what is more is that agents' roles in other non-work 
institutions are summoned in the marketing process. A manager shared his experiences in 
a motivating workshop. 
During holidays, I often bring my wife and son to see my clients. 
Since most of them are my personal friends, I visit their homes. 
My son and their children play with each other and the experience 
is very enlightening as I have seen the whole process of their 
growth development. My friends, Jane [his wife], and I sit aside 
and chat causally. I really believe that my family experience and 
my hopes and concerns for my son help me understand my clients' 
needs, philosophies, and perspectives on life. (#12, quotation from 
observation) 
It can be seen that family roles as fathers were made use of by agents to consolidate 
service relationships with clients. Apart from their family roles as fathers, the 
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accompanied sets of feeling rules, display rules, and emotions, such as loving and 
protecting families and children and maximizing their happiness and benefits, are also 
mobilized for increasing agents' material benefits. As Hochschild (1983) claims, a social 
role in the family is partly a way of describing what feelings people think they owe and are 
owed. It establishes a baseline for what feelings seem appropriate for a certain series of 
events. What is more is that their wives, husbands, children, and other family members are 
engaging in the business processes; their presence in the sales interviews facilitate the 
production of business as prospects could feel the empathy and sincerity of agents. In sum, 
agents' emotional memories, individual experiences, roles in family institutions, 
associated personal feelings and emotions, and other kinds of self and intimate resources 
are made their own business assets and are further commercialized in exchanges for 
monetary benefits. 
Nevertheless, it is plausible that not all agents have personally undergone 
memorable and touching events which could be organized to create their own unique 
version of stories or sales scripts under their brand names to appeal or disturb prospects and 
to gamer their sympathy. In order to make prospects produce consonance and empathy 
towards others' misfortunes, prospects are also invited to participate in using their own 
individual emotional memories to recall internal feelings. By joining fieldwork and 
hearing how prospects shared their experiences with agents, I came to understand how 
prospects justified purchasing accident insurance. Having been shown a newspaper 
cutting concerning the contrast between being and not being protected by accident 
insurance, Judy (a prospect) told Anna (an agent) the case encountered by her 
ex-coworker. 
A few years ago, a co-worker in the marketing department of my 
firm encountered a traffic accident. Owing to the accident, he 
became physically handicapped and is unable to work full-time. 
We don't know each other very well and I only learned about his 
condition from my co-workers. According to them, up till now, 
the compensation from third party liability insurance hasn't be 
released. Both insurance and bus companies are still investigating 
the incident even after six years. His wife has to work full-time 
after he has lost most of his earning power, (a client, quotation 
from observation) 
Having listened to the prospect's own story, Anna made use of Judy's empathy 
towards her ex-coworker’ s misfortune and stirred her internal feelings to intensify the 
urgency and essentiality of purchasing a personal accident insurance package, 
I am so sorry to hear that. It is a tragedy that no one could expect 
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or predict. That’ s why accident is defined as something that occurs 
out of expectation. I strongly believe that if he had purchased 
accident insurance and got the protection, his family would have 
been better off and would not have needed to worry about their 
livelihood. (#16, quotation from observation) 
After the sales interview, Anna discussed the case with me, 
I am very sure that the closing interview with Judy will be very 
smooth, as she will not raise strong objections. Probably, she will 
purchase both medical and accident insurance from me. However, 
you can't see my demonstration of sales techniques. Just now, 
there was little need for me to convince her of the indispensability 
of life insurance. Instead, she created her own insurance need by 
herself; she convinced herself by telling us her ex-coworker's case 
and the reasons why she had to buy insurance. (#16, quotation 
from causal conversation) 
This example fiirther illustrates how prospects call upon their personal experiences 
to justify their decision to purchase. By using her own emotional memories, internal 
feelings of distress, empathy, and pain were recalled. Her own individual experience was 
more convincing and touching than those misfortunes encountered by protagonists in the 
news or those described by agents as she could personally relate to the victim whom she 
has known well. Deep emotions would be felt "as if she had personally encountered the 
tragedies. It shows that prospects' memories and feelings also become commodities to 
urge themselves to get financial protection. 
Seeing the effectiveness of making use of prospects' own life experiences to 
convince themselves to make a purchasing decision, agents invite prospects to tell the 
misfortunes encountered by their friends and relatives. "Have you ever seen friends or 
close relatives encounter serious accident or suffer from critical illness? Have they 
recovered? What were your feelings? How did they finance their medical treatment?" 
Being asked a series of questions regarding individual experiences, prospects are able to 
picture the tragic events "as if they are the protagonists and to understand and sympathize 
with others' feelings. To strengthen the degree of disturbance and to make prospects relate 
intimately to others' experiences, agents would ask prospects to imagine themselves as the 
protagonists of these misfortunate events. "Do you want to risk your life being treated at 
public hospitals?"^, "Can you imagine your family living with a tight financial budget 
given by social security?", "Do you want to be deprived of better choices in medical 
treatment and a decent living standard?", etc. In marketing life insurance, personal choice, 
2 In recent years, there have been several medical blunders at public hospitals in Hong Kong. 
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individual autonomy, and human dignity are always raised as selling points and strategies 
to persuade prospects to get adequate insurance coverage. All these examples demonstrate 
that not only agents' selves and feelings are commercialized and sold in the marketplace, 
but also that clients' and prospects' own emotional memories, associated personal feelings, 
individual freedom, and human dignity are commodified. Qualities which we honor as 
deep and integral to our individuality, true selves, and souls are measured in monetary and 
quantitative terms. It appears that our personal integrity and deep selves can be purchased 
through buying a life insurance policy. 
Not only are personal selves used as company asset, but social relationships and 
interpersonal trust are also commercialized to advance profits. As has been repeatedly 
mentioned before, selling life insurance involves both commercial and personal bonds as 
the life insurance business is embedded in a social network supported by friendship and 
interpersonal trust. To develop a loyal client base, new agents are encouraged to first 
approach their friends and relatives. The rationale is that since prospects in this natural 
market have already known agents and are thus familiar with agents' characters, and 
personal relationships have already been consolidated, prospects' trust and confidence in 
them are easily elicited. In addition, to deal with prospects from cold calls, agents are 
asked to cultivate good will, express friendliness, and try to develop personalized 
relationships with these strangers. All these suggestions confirm the paramount 
importance of trust and interpersonal relationship in the process of selling life insurance. 
As evidenced by several studies on life insurance sales (Crosby and Stephens 1987; Oakes 
1990; Young 1991; Yu 1997), the selling process of life insurance holds that a business is 
produced only if prospects trust agents. Prospects would buy only from agents whom they 
see as trustworthy professionals who would place prospects' interests above their own. In 
the interactions between agents and prospects, prospects allocate trust insofar as they find 
the claims and conduct of the agents credible and reliable. Trust reduces the complexity in 
the marketing process. If prospects find the agents trustworthy, they would not be inclined 
to harbor suspicions or raise doubts. They would not question whether a specific policy is 
recommended because it best serves their own needs or because it maximizes the agents' 
sales commissions. They would not consider whether each step of the agents' presentation 
is an attempt to trick them into a decision that is neither in their best interests nor an honest 
attempt to formulate a comprehensive financial security plan tailored to their own 
circumstances. Therefore, if agents can rely on the assumption that prospects trust them, 
certain advantages to agents are clearly forthcoming. 
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A manager explained why relationships and trust were of paramount importance to 
the financial success of agents, 
If you put your own hearts into your clients and place their interests 
on a top priority, they will feel your sincerity and genuineness and 
know that you treat them as friends. They would not argue against 
you or feel resistant to you, your words, and recommendations, but 
would believe that all you have offered are the best for them. 
Moreover, they will not lapse or surrender their policies just 
because other life insurance companies give them a more 
competitive price. Furthermore, to reciprocate your kindness 
towards them, clients will constantly give you referrals and 
persuade others to purchase life insurance from you. If you really 
care about your clients, you will be taken care of and be able to 
perform well in the industry. (#2, quotation from in-depth 
interview) 
An incident helps confirm the positive relationship between interpersonal trust and 
financial success of agents. Anna (the agent) and Judy (the prospects), as depicted earlier 
in this section, are friends who have known each other for a few years. Having listened to 
the contents of the proposed insurance package, Judy straightforwardly expressed her 
viewpoints and told Anna that she could not see the need of getting whole-life insurance 
coverage. To let Judy understand the indispensability of being protected, Anna 
immediately referred Judy to her sales kit, showed her several news regarding family 
tragedies and explained the differences in consequences between getting and not getting 
adequate insurance protection. After a few minutes of presentation and discussion, Judy 
felt impatient and showed discontent by saying, 
Please stop. You don't need to show me these news cuttings 
anymore. I've got your point and I know your character very well. 
Just add this item to my existing policy, (a client, quotation from 
observation) 
In considering whether to purchase life insurance, Judy took Anna's personality and 
reliability more into account than tragic incidents shown in newspapers. It further reveals 
that agents' sales performances largely depend on their perceived personal reliability and 
trustworthiness and clients' trust and confidence in them. Personality becomes a form of 
capital in selling life insurance. 
In fact, not only is trustworthiness on the part of agents critical to the selling 
process, but reliability and financial credibility on the part of prospects and clients are also 
essential to the life insurance companies. If interpersonal trust and personalized 
relationships between agents and clients are well established and further consolidated, on 
the one hand, clients would purchase life insurance from agents, which generates 
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commission to the servicing agents, their managers, and the affiliated companies, and on 
the other, it could be inferred that clients would not terminate their policies and transfer to 
other companies or agents and therefore managers' overriding commissions and 
companies' profits could be fiirther guaranteed. 
In short, both agents and clients, by using their own feelings, personal experiences, 
and emotional memories to market life insurance to others and to convince themselves to 
buy life insurance respectively, engage in performing emotional labor. Even when 
prospects have decided not to buy life insurance, they might tell agents their reasons of 
declining the opportunities of getting financial protection, such as having undergone nasty 
experiences with other agents or life insurance companies. Confessing such awful 
experiences, prospects' feelings of fear, distrust, and hatred towards others would be 
recalled to justify their decision of deferring the purchase. When their individual emotions 
and biographies enter the marketplace for economic exchanges, they become commodities 
to be sold and bought. What is more is that the intensive commercial exploitation of 
friendship and trust results from the interpenetration between private social bonds and 
commercial life insurance contracts. What is being commercialized to advance profits of 
life insurance companies is interpersonal trust built upon friendships - clients trust that their 
agents (their friends) would serve them lifelong while agents trust that their clients (their 
friends) would pay premiums on time. Individual trustworthiness and personalized 
relationships would be broken once agents leave the industry and no longer serve their 
clients or once clients surrender their life insurance policies or transfer to other companies. 
From the above, it can be seen that what was once a private act of emotional 
management is now sold as labor in public-contact and servicing jobs; what were once 
privately negotiated feeling rules are now prescribed by Mutual Trust and its managers. 
This commercialization process of private feelings and personal selves is no longer 
confined to individual workers. It is not simply agents who manage their feelings in order 
to produce business and generate commission; all life insurance companies have entered 
the game to provide clients with first-class life insurance services in order to make profits. 
Facing fierce competition, agents had to manage their selves and to become commodified 
in seek of economic advantages. 
3 As claimed earlier, lapsation and termination of life insurance policies in the first few years of 
enforcement would adversely affect the persistency ratios and thus commission incomes and bonuses of 
managers and agents concerned and would lead to financial losses of the life insurance companies. 
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4.4 Alienation, Burnout, and Emotional Exhaustion: Understanding the Negative 
Consequences of Emotional Labor 
Research on service providers (Fineman 1993; Hochschild 1983; Macdonald and 
Sirianni 1996; Pierce 1995; Wharton 1996) concludes that emotional labor is a commercial 
exploitation of private feelings when workers are in effect paid to smile, laugh, be polite, or 
be caring. Workers' feelings are central to effective human interactions and their 
expression of "real" and "true" feelings are critical to corporate excellence. An essential 
feature of their job is to maintain the occupationally prescribed demeanor or mask and 
feelings. Although this can be fun when perceived as an exquisite drama, it is indeed 
stressful and alienating when it becomes an obligation. As suggested by Wharton (1993), 
when the management of feelings shifts from being a strictly private act, performed almost 
unconsciously, to a public act, performed according to employers' guidelines, negative 
consequences follow. Field research (Maslach 1982 and 1993; Maslach and Leiter 1997; 
Rafaeli and Sutton 1987) suggests that human service workers often become emotionally 
exhausted by their ongoing attempts to provide care and support for needy people. "People 
work," which demands interpersonal relationship and long-term investment in the 
enactment of a helping and care-giving role, is at the heart of the burnout phenomenon. In 
studying the consequences of emotional labor to flight attendants, Hochschild (1983) 
concludes that the advanced engineering of emotional labor managed by modem work 
organizations brings human costs to workers. Engaging in deep acting, flight attendants 
would also suffer from pernicious psychological and emotional damage by conforming to 
organizational prescribed feeling and display rules (Hochschild 1983). They not only act 
as airline "shock absorbers," placating and serving passengers with smiles, but are also 
counseled to look upon the airplane cabin (where they work) as their home (where they 
live) and to think of passengers as if they are personal guests in their living room. Private 
emotional memories of offering home guests with personal hospitality are called up and 
put into use. The excessive emotional demands in deep acting performed by flight 
attendants create role stress, foster questions about authenticity, and cause emotional 
exhaustion. According to her, the performance of emotional labor by these service 
workers might be linked to such problems as drug abuse, alcohol abuse, and absenteeism. 
In the same vein, 'm Fast Food Fast Talk (1993), Leidner depicts how window workers at 
McDonanld's are asked to greet customers and treat them as guests, to be enthusiastic, and 
to smile in order to show their professionalism. Facing humiliation and insults from 
customers, workers must not talk back but suppress their true feelings by apologizing for 
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their "mistakes" or "incompetence," by being nice, and by controlling their temper no 
matter how they are treated. The requirements of controlling one's own feelings for their 
jobs raise problems of identity and authenticity for window workers. The implications of 
suppressing the selves and serving others for these workers who might have otherwise 
wished to resist are "self-abnegation" and "depersonalization" (p. 184). They are like 
robots uttering sentences (according to the scripts offered by the McDonald's) to those 
who take no notice of them as people. The negative socio-psychological consequences 
associated with the emotional labor performed by these workers primarily pertain to their 
orientations toward feelings. Their sustained performance of emotional labor engenders 
their inability to feel emotions, which creates a sense of strain termed emotive dissonance 
by Hochschild (1983). This discrepancy or dissonance might cause the individuals to feel 
false and hypocritical. 
In the case of life insurance agents, the excessive emotional demands, particularly 
in engaging in deep acting and using emotional memories to recall private feelings for 
commercial purposes, as shown above, might result in the depletion of their emotional 
resources, cause problems of eventual estrangement from one's genuine feelings, raise 
questions of authenticity, individuality, and personal dignity, and ultimately lead to 
emotional exhaustion or burnout. In section 4.2，I depicted a sales interview between Keith 
(an agent) and Wendy (a prospect). To recall Wendy's deep feelings and guide her 
towards recognizing the necessity of life insurance, Keith employed the unfortunate event 
encountered by their common friend to create consonance. Nevertheless, Wendy 
confessed that though she understood the indispensability of life insurance to people, she 
did not see the urgency in herself; and she kindly rejected Keith. During the whole sales 
interview, both of them tried their best to convince each other of their own different and 
incompatible viewpoints. In a last resort, Keith said, 
You may feel that I am forcing you to sign the application form. 
To be frank, if you were not my good friend, I would not have 
come to talk to you for so many times. You have admitted that it is 
crucial for every one; I don't understand why you haven't made a 
decision. (#24, quotation from observation) 
After the interview, Keith did not say anything but stayed in the restaurant to take a 
long rest. Later, he told me, 
I am really exhausted. She realizes that both life insurance and my 
intentions are good for her. I had assumed that she has made up 
her mind and decided to purchase it from me. However, ... (#24, 
quotation from causal conversation) 
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By dealing extensively with Wendy, who was troubled and having problems, he 
experienced chronic emotional strain, since he was unable to separate himself from his 
work role. Since Keith is highly motivated and strongly devoted to his job, he is identified 
wholeheartedly with his own personal friend's financial interests and feels psychologically 
damaged once his kindness towards friends is rejected. In brief, the importance of 
expressing sincerity and authenticity when selling life insurance causes emotional burnout 
or exhaustion on the part of agents. As observed, what is specific to life insurance sales job 
is that personalizing relationship between agents and their clients results in a subtle and 
more intensive form of psychological exploitation. Many agents explained to me that it 
was more hurtful to them when their personal friends rejected them than when it was only 
some strangers. The assumption is that agents would have more sympathy towards their 
prospects from the warm market than those from the cold one and would be more deeply 
concerned with the financial securities of those in the former group. They want their 
friends to be protected from all kinds of avoidable tragedies and hardships. They would 
feel helpless and disturbed when facing rejection as the commercial bond is overridden by 
the personalized friendship. In sum, when agents are unable to separate their private role 
(being clients' personal friends) from the work role (being the servicing agent of their 
clients), they may experience emotional drain and suffer burnout. Treating prospects as 
personal friends creates greater psychological stress when prospects do not reciprocate the 
relationship by accepting the kind offer of agents. Further, it becomes difficult for agents 
to complain about mistreatment and rejections when prospects are their intimate friends. 
The negative consequences of emotional labor are experienced not only by agents 
who engage in deep acting and use private emotional memories, but also by those who 
perform impression management. In joining several road shows organized in housing 
estates, I observed that many prospects felt resistant and did not allow agents to interview 
them. Even worse, it is hurtful to agents when they are treated as non-people by some 
prospects. From my observations, agents were just like lunatics speaking to people who 
had no response to them. Some people ignored them all the way and treated them as 
invisible; these agents were like talking to the air. Indeed, they could do nothing but keep 
smiling, be calm, and try to look for another prospect. Some agents suggested that they 
designed some methods to capture prospects' attention and to make people willing to talk 
to them. As observed, when agents tried to be good actors, they interacted with prospects 
with a larger degree of enthusiasm and sincerity. The problem arisen from these "true" 
conversations is that the more workers are themselves on the job and the greater their 
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efforts to make the interactions pleasant, the more painful or infuriating it is when 
customers are unresponsive or mean. Although agents struggle to reconcile the way they 
have to act with the self they want to be, they might experience a hard time sounding 
natural on the job. An agent remarked, 
When doing cold calls, I feel I am a tape recording machine which 
repeatedly broadcasts the same lines with the same tone. 
Sometimes, I can't hear or respond to prospects' words but only 
utter the standard lines. (#14, quotation from causal conversation) 
This depersonalization and emotional numbness results from the discrepancy between 
displayed and felt emotions. Agents feel phony and hypocritical. 
Apart from burnout and self-abnegation, agents become estranged from their own 
genuine feelings or ultimately from themselves in interacting with prospects or clients. 
During my field observations, some agents hesitated to let me join their sales appointments 
or other selling interviews simply because they thought that I could not observe their 
demonstration of selling techniques towards their prospects and hence would be unable to 
get relevant data. Their typical response to me was, 
He is from cold call and I know very little about him. I promised 
him not to say anything about life insurance in the interview; we 
would probably just sit down together and introduce ourselves to 
each other. (#26, quotation from causal conversation) 
Nevertheless, I participated in a few of these "free-chat" meetings. By joining 
fieldwork with Sandy, I came to understand how agents struggled to suppress their true 
selves and the negative consequences in so doing. Sandy knew Terrence (the prospect) 
from a street-intercept interview and this was the first time they met and chatted with each 
other. During an hour of interactions, Sandy did not directly say a word on life insurance. 
All she did was to warm up the prospect and try to make friends with him. In the 
"warming up the prospect" phase of this interview, apart from telling him her own personal 
information, Sandy invited Terrence to introduce more about himself - his work, his 
family, and his fixture plans. Following Terrence's self-introduction, Sandy has figured out 
several topics'^  which might interest Terrence. In order to ingratiate Terrence, Sandy 
displayed flattering enthusiasm for topics of interest to him and for his accomplishments. . 
In doing so, Sandy disguised her true feelings and seemed to accept Terrence's viewpoints 
when Terrence pinpointed that he could not afford life insurance. Sandy replied, 
4 For example, Terrence was taking a course in interior design Thus，Sandy showed her admiration and 
respect towards him and asked him further information concerning the trend in interior design. Moreover, 
she praised Terrence as he devoted most of his leisure time to church activities. 
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Yes, I totally understand your thought. The original meaning of 
life insurance is to protect people financially; it would become a 
financial burden if you could barely afford one. I don't want to see 
this happen. (#26, quotation from observation) 
This emotional investment of being nice and friendly may cost Sandy the capacity 
to distinguish between coerced and genuine friendliness. The demand for showing 
personal interests in prospects from cold calls leads to self-alienation as Sandy loses touch 
with her authentic self and her ability to recognize or even experience genuine emotion 
may be impaired. Furthermore, facing such situations, the commercial idiom and service 
ideology of life insurance agents come into a conflict. From the business perspective, 
agents want to produce business to generate as much commission as possible. From the 
ethical side, they have to consider the financial circumstances of prospects and to show 
sympathy for their financial hardship. According to the professional ethics, agents have to 
place prospects' and clients' interests above their own; they thus suppress their genuine 
feelings of hoping to generate businesses and instead display their concerns over 
prospects' financial situations. In fact, the suppression of true feelings, which might 
otherwise offend clients, often leads to self-estrangement as agents feel alienated because 
of the disjuncture between work role requirement (service commitment) and their true 
feelings (economic pursuits). Another agent supplemented that it was unwise for them to 
argue with prospects, 
Don't argue with our clients. We'll never win. (#40, quotation 
from observation) 
Instead, he suggested that when facing objections, agents should show understanding and 
consent first and then bring prospects to see the urgency from other perspectives. Indeed, it 
is crucial that agents do not lose their tempers with prospects and they must remain 
respectful at all times. Like sales people in other industries, life insurance agents do not 
ever seem to argue with clients but stay pleasant even when rudely dismissed. 
Apart from the risks of experiencing various psychological stresses in doing 
emotional management at work, life insurance agents also suffer from the subservience 
inherent in performing their job, which has been widely regarded as demeaning and 
unpopular. Whether in showing deference or in displaying flattery and enthusiasm, 
emotional labor performed by agents reflects the status hierarchy between them and their 
clients; clients are the recipients of concern and care while agents are the givers. Goffman 
(1956) defines "deference" as a type of emotional activity that "functions as symbolic 
means by which appreciation is regularly conveyed to the recipient" (p.477). For him, the 
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distinctive element of deferential behavior between superordinate and subordinate is that it 
reproduces the hierarchical nature of the relationship by confirming each person's position 
within it. Agents not only have to be genuine, sincere, and sympathetic but also have to 
show interests in and assume inferiority to clients. They are required to patiently listen to 
their prospects, gently ask related questions, and display interests. All these prescribed 
emotional work and feeling rules of agents - being nice, displaying deferential behavior, 
and being empathetic - reinforce the subordinate position of agents vis-a-vis their clients. 
4.5 Emotions in Relational Service Exchanges: Refining the Concept of Emotional 
Labor 
Selling life insurance not only involves displaying appropriate demeanor, posture, 
and tone of voice, but also requires workers to utilize resources of individual selves, such 
as personal biographies, emotional memories, and deep feelings, in order to obtain trust, 
build up relationship and rapport, and enlist consent and cooperation from clients. From 
my field observations, the failure to perform deep or method acting would be penalized. 
On the one hand, prospects would regard the agents as unauthentic and commercially 
oriented, who do not place their interests on the top of the priorities and consequently 
refiise to purchase life insurance from them and transfer to other agents. On the other, 
managers and fellow agents would perceive the agents as unprofessional and not 
dedicatory and hence try to "re-educate" them. In fact, the uninterrupted motivational 
meetings and other sharing workshops aim at creating teams of missionary sales personnel. 
Nevertheless, as demonstrated above, engaging in emotional work would bring 
about many negative socio-psychological consequences. Agents would not only feel 
phony, emotionally exhausted, and estranged from true feelings, but would also encounter 
the breakdown of trust and social relationships with existing personal friends. Indeed, all 
descriptions and analyses included in this chapter, whether the intensive emotional 
investment of selves or the negative consequences of emotional labor inherent in life 
insurance selling job have seldom recorded and presented in existing literature on 
emotional labor and interactive service work. As a conclusion for this chapter, I shall 
attempt to refine the concept of emotional labor to identify the different levels of emotional 
labor required in different types of interactive service work and their different forms of 
negative consequences. Selling life insurance would be made a critical and theoretical case 
in order to examine the matter and to sharpen the concept. 
As explained by Wharton (1996), a variety of service work calls for workers' 
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emotional labor, for example in positions of telephone operators, cashiers, social workers, 
nurses, secretaries, etc. In these kinds of service work, workers are demanded to engage in 
different degrees of emotional investment, in which the latter ones involve more than the 
former ones. Under Wharton's definition (1996: 99-100), workers like Macdonald's 
window workers m Fast Food Fast Talk (Leidner 1993), flight attendants in The Managed 
Heart (Hochschild 1983), and life insurance agents in the present case, have to perform 
emotional labor when doing their jobs. To be specific, window workers at Macdonald's 
are selling a particular kind of experience as well as a meal. They assume a "cheerfiil, 
wholesome, and agreeable persona" (1996: 30) as Macdonald's advertises. Being urged to 
adopt an attitude of congeniality and eagerness to please, workers need to suppress their 
true selves when serving others. For these workers, only impression management and 
surface acting are involved to display appropriate emotions and demeanors. In the case of 
flight attendants, apart from putting smiles on faces, female workers are asked to use 
trained imagination to deliver services to passengers in airplane cabins. By using analogies, 
flight attendants are encouraged to treat passengers "as i f they are their personal guests at 
homes. They not only need to suppress their authentic feelings and to outwardly display an 
emotion, but are also required to experience the prescribed feelings and to create certain 
states of mind in their passengers and in themselves - in the part of flight attendants, 
believing that they are being hospitable to their guests at home and in the part of passengers, 
being assured that they are taken care of individually and feeling obliged to enjoy such 
personalized services. According to research on emotional labor (Grayson 1998; 
Hochschild 1983; Leidner 1993; Maslach 1992 and 1993; Maslach and Leiter 1997; 
Morris and Feldman 1996; Wharton 1993 and 1996), performing emotional labor in terms 
of both surface and deep acting, for commercial exploitation, would inevitably lead to 
burnout, self-alienation, emotional numbness, and so on. 
For the life insurance agents, as I have argued, apart from the fact that their 
everyday work activities are suffiised with impression management, surface acting, and 
deep acting, what is more important is that all resources which we regard as private and 
personal are mobilized to make money. These resources of selves, ranging from past 
memories and personal biographies to family roles and obligations are called upon to build 
up clients' confidence in agents and to convince them that the life insurance policies being 
marketed and the agents themselves are indeed the "best buy" for them. The paramount 
importance of trustworthiness, confidence, relationship, and in short, personal selves, in 
marketing life insurance could be explained by the intangible product nature, the 
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unpredictable and deferred enjoyment of life insurance, and the assumed lifelong 
commitment of both agents and clients. It is further revealed that agents have to maintain a 
longstanding and ongoing relationship with clients to offer them various types of 
after-sales services. Extraordinary and increasing emotional demands are levied by clients 
on agents. In this type of interactive service work which involves relational service 
exchanges (as opposed to discrete ones), agents should be sincere in all their dealings with 
prospects and clients and should demonstrate their genuine interests in providing them 
with the best financial security plans and superb services. Many agents commented, 
You can't fake it. If you do not truly have your clients' best 
interests at heart, your clients will sense it. (many agents, 
quotation from causal conversation and observation) 
Oakes (1990) claims that pretense, role-playing, theatricalization, or impression 
management, are all in vain in selling whole life insurance. Agents should actively 
manage not only outer impressions and behavioral expressions, but also inner feelings. It 
can be concluded that they have to perform long term emotional labor. By presenting 
themselves as authentic, sincere, and genuinely concerning their clients, agents succeed to 
maintain rapport and good will with clients, which bring them business and commission. 
In particular, trust-building and relationship marketing are especially pertinent 
when dealing with prospects from cold markets, such as those from name card calls, home 
visits, and street-intercept interviews. In order to eliminate suspicion, narrow distance, and 
enlist cooperation, agents, on the one hand, have to subordinate themselves to the prospects, 
and on the other, have to share their personal biographies and individual viewpoints with 
them. Such attempts demand agents' deep feelings and true selves. For example, agents 
tell their own stories and reveal individual experiences, create their own version of sales 
scripts, and express sympathetic understanding towards others' misfortunes. By engaging 
in real conversations, agents' selves are fiirther commodified to advance company profits. 
Compared with other interactive service work which only requires discrete service 
exchanges, as an example of service work which involves relational service exchanges, the 
intensive and extensive demands of emotional labor in selling life insurance give us a 
theoretical lens to identify the fact that different types of interactive service work call for 
different levels of emotional and feeling requirements on workers. 
In fact, by managing their authentic feelings and calling upon their precious 
personal resources, life insurance agents might experience a new form of alienation. Apart 
from burnout, emotional exhaustion, and self-estrangement documented in existing 
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literature (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993; Hochschild 1983; Maslach 1992 and 1993; 
Maslach and Leiter 1997; Morris and Feldman 1996; Wharton 1993 and 1996), my field 
data suggests that agents, in fact, suffer from many other social and psychological injuries. 
Owing to the intangibility, unpopularity, and requirement of lifelong commitment of life 
insurance, agents are recommended to engage in relationship marketing. New agents are 
urged to approach their existing personal friends and relatives in the very first place as it is 
assumed that trust and relationship have been well-established in their warm natural 
markets. Agents' individual reputations and their interpersonal trust with clients become 
assets, that is, they are commodified to generate clients' consent and agents' commission. 
A manager explained that life insurance was a "people business" and most clients chose to 
purchase life insurance from the particular agents simply because they had confidence and 
trust in them. Accordingly, friendship, interpersonal trust, and reputation would be broken 
once agents choose to leave the life insurance industry or transfer to other companies. 
Agents' promises of offering clients lifelong services could not be kept and existing clients 
become "orphans" who then receive services from agents they do not know. As illustrated 
before, when transferring to other companies, agents have to tell clients their reasons, to 
comfort clients that they would be continuously taken care of, and to perform more 
relationship-maintenance work. Even worse, clients would show grievances towards their 
agents' perceived irresponsibility in cases of agents transferring or leaving the industry. 
Under these circumstances, the agents might be ridiculed and fiercely criticized as immoral 
and non-professional. In short, they would be socially and psychologically hurt. From 
interviews, I realized that agents consciously understood the fact that they might risk losing 
their credibility and hence suffer from more intensive emotional injuries if they left the 
industry and did not keep lifelong servicing promises. In order to avoid the occurrence of 
emotionally hurtfiil experiences, they instill within themselves the idea that "I will never 
leave my clients until I die." All these evidence that emotional labor performed in 
relational service exchanges of life insurance selling work poses other negative 
consequences on agents. Agents not only feel psychologically alienated from doing their 
job, but would also become socially isolated if they decide to leave the life insurance 
industry or to transfer to other companies. Their individual credibility, existing friendships, 
and interpersonal trust would be risked. 
By invoking life insurance selling job as a case to study emotional labor and its 
consequences on service workers, I have discovered that it represents an extreme case of 
interactive service work. Probing into the everyday work lives of life insurance agents 
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enables me to conclude that, first and foremost, their job requires a high degree of 
emotional work. It is not sufficient for agents to merely express enthusiasm, but they are 
also urged to draw on their personal resources when dealing with prospects and clients. 
Indeed, the job involves selling oneself, one's credibility, and one's soul. Second, since 
emotional requirements in their job encourage them to market their trust, social 
relationship, and promises instead of life insurance products, other forms of hidden injuries 
will emerge. Apart from being alienated from their feelings, agents are constantly under 
great pressures because they risk losing their friendships, individual reputations, and 
clients' confidence in them. The extent of harm would be greater if they are already 
deficient in their existing social network and socially improvished. In brief, different types 
of interactive service work require different levels of emotional labor which trigger off 
different consequences. Studying the emotional work performed by life insurance agents 
expands our understanding of emotional labor and further helps refine the concept. 
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CHAPTER 5 Searching for the Subjectivities of Life Insurance Agents 
5.1 Bringing the Subject Back In: Workers as Victims versus Workers as Actors 
In the last chapter, I have argued that emotional labor performed by life insurance 
agents in selling life insurance posed negative social and psychological consequences on 
them. Engaging in surface, deep, and method acting might undermine agents' personal 
well-beings through emotive dissonance (the sense of strain caused by portraying feelings 
that are not felt) and self alienation (the loss of one's sense of authentic self). Apart from 
emotional burnout and impairing workers' own sense of authentic self, I have suggested 
that emotional management by employers would advance organizational profits but 
inevitably pose hidden injuries on agents, as their "shadow labor" is rarely recognized and 
honored. In sum, it appears that life insurance agents are passive victims of economic 
exploitative processes. They have to take on the role of interactive inferior, adjusting 
themselves to suit the styles and preferences of their customers. By selling their emotion 
when selling life insurance, agents are disempowered. 
Such a deterministic portrait hinging on the psychological sufferings experienced 
by life insurance agents inevitably neglects individual actors' agency. In fact, the 
outreaching mode and private entrepreneurial system employed in the industry enable 
them to enjoy a high level of job autonomy. From my field observations and interviews, on 
the one hand, I came to realize that emotional labor would not only trigger agents' emotive 
dissonance and cause self-alienation, but also facilitates task effectiveness and self 
expression. Although I have described the emotional distress experienced by life 
insurance agents subject to organizational exploitations of their private feelings and 
individual personalities, not all of them resist these exploitations of their inner selves. 
They perform emotional labor within the context of "appropriate" feeling rules that result 
in pain avoidance and advantage-seeking. Maintaining a facade of subservience and 
conviviality, agents adopt a Machiavellian approach in managing their emotions for their 
own benefits - cultivating good will, building trust and rapport, producing business, 
developing loyal customer base, getting more referral leads, etc. For example, as 
mentioned before, they engage in strategic interactions by pretending, in different 
situations, to be trustworthy, friendly, considerate, or inexperienced. In sum, by showing 
subordination to others when interacting with prospects from cold calls, they maximize the 
chance of enlisting cooperation from them and producing business. They adopt these 
submissive or strategically friendly manners toward those they serve, but they recognize 
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that this manipulation of selves and emotions is a means of manipulating their customers. 
For selling a moment of strategic deference and an illusion of friendship, they are 
adequately compensated: “I got a chance to talk to his fiancee next week", "She referred 
her friends to me and asked them to purchase life insurance from me.", "I've succeeded in 
one-time close", etc. They derive satisfaction from performing emotional labor as they 
experience and perform it as an expression of control. They view the exercise of their 
emotion management skills as an assertion of autonomy and a way of garnering material 
rewards. They monitor their projected personalities and manipulate their inner feelings in 
the course of service encounters, but they do so knowingly and in their own economic 
interests. Sensitive and ready to adapt their own behaviors in response to customers, 
agents regard these acts as time for showing off their skills, manipulating prospects, 
leading prospects to enter their own sales tracks (but not vice versa), and dominating the 
whole sales talks. These manipulations of selves and emotions do not induce 
self-estrangement or emotional disorientation as agents clearly distinguish between 
emotions expressed in order to please resourcefiil prospects and emotions that are genuine. 
What is more critical is that the neglect of agents' actual work experiences and the 
meanings they give to work is a major shortcoming of labor process theories. As 
mentioned in Chapter 1, the labor process theoretical paradigm faults with its 
unsatisfactory treatment and ignorance of workers' subjectivities. Its assumptions of the 
"resistance model" of workplace control do not predict the actual work behavior of 
interactive service workers well. The paradigm fails to account for the involvement of 
third parties, i.e. the service-recipients, whose presence decisively changes the dynamics of 
workplace control. Their participation in the work process means that a three-way struggle 
for control, with sometimes shifting alliances, replaces the familiar tug of war between 
workers and management (Leidner 1996). Owing to their own self-interests and resources, 
the employers, employees, and customers all attempt to exert control over other parties. 
They even build up alliances with different parties in different situations to protect their 
own interests at the expense of the other two parties. All these imply workers' agency to 
resist the demeaning aspect of the job and to reinterpret it as expressions of empowerment 
and autonomy. Therefore, in order to make sense of interactive service work in general 
and the life insurance industry in particular, I attempt, firstly, to reopen the questions of 
who tries to exercise control and how the three parties define their interests and secondly, 
to revise the existing deterministic and standard model of resistance derived from studies 
of the manufacturing industry. An attention to the triangular pattern of relations in selling 
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life insurance helps us understand the more complex service workplace dynamics. It 
further reveals a wider range of agents' responses to their everyday work situations and 
encounters] On the one hand, facing the unpredictable work situations in service 
interactions and endless occasions of refusal, agents might have a stake in complying with 
organizational controls which would enhance their ability to control customers or to 
• 2 
protect themselves psychologically from treatments they consider demeaning. On the 
other, without immediate and direct supervision, they could exert their own control over 
the service encounters and build alliances with clients. All these demonstrate that agents 
have a high level of autonomy at work to establish and maintain control in sales encounters. 
In the next section, I would depict how agents at Mutual Trust develop alliances with their 
managers and clients in order to avoid unwilling prospects, to increase their sales 
commission, and to consolidate their relationships with clients. 
Apart from leverages agents can take advantage of because of the involvement of 
clients in the selling processes, I have discovered that agents do not passively accept and 
comply with organizational and occupational demands concerning their display of 
personal feelings and emotions. Instead, they attempt to construct reinterpretations of their 
work roles, emotional displays, and interaction patterns when dealing with clients, in ways 
that do not damage their perceptions of themselves. All these demonstrate the resistance to 
and reinterpretation of the "love, care, and concern" ideology promoted in life insurance 
companies. Agents actively and creatively construct meanings of work, and also react, 
adapt, modify, and consent to work relations. Without formally challenging the conditions 
of their work in which they have to express unflinching reverence and solicitude and 
without overtly rejecting the ideological cultivation done by their managers, they develop 
various strategies and reinterpretations and thus succeed in improving the quality of their 
work lives and work situations in very real ways. 
In brief, although, as I have argued, the ideological system of control adopted in 
life insurance industry creates missionary sales personnel and dedicatory agents, agents 
make sense of their work conditions within the limits of autonomy and could negotiate 
with the prescribed feeling rules and emotional displays. As such, investigation of 
workers' subjectivity must take into account not only employers' efforts to shape workers' 
1 As mentioned by Leidner (1993), being attracted by earning more commission and producing more business. 
Combined's agents might either ally with prospects and clients or collude with managers and companies, 
sometimes at the expense of and bringing them into opposition with the third party. 
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consciousness but also workers' agency in providing justifications and interpretations of 
their work experiences. Although too much identification with the prescribed work 
positions and its requirements would levy upon the service workers psychological costs, I 
have perceived that it might also serve as a source of emotional well-being, providing them 
with a sense of belonging, personal direction, empowerment, self-esteem, and meaning. 
Without probing into the actual work processes of the agents, we are unable to explicate the 
complexity of emotional labor and its socio-psychological consequences on agents in the 
life insurance industry of Hong Kong. Recognizing the fault of victimizing workers and 
denying their individual agency in the labor process theoretical paradigm, I attempt to 
examine agents' interpretations of their interactions with prospects and clients and to 
explicate how practices of resistance, consent, satisfaction, autonomy, and self-defense are 
produced in the immediate workplace and work situations. 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, one of the defects in the literature on theorizing 
workers' subjectivities is its gender blindness. Studies on gender and work (Allan 1993; 
Leidner 1993; Pierce 1995 and 1996; Pringle 1993; Williams 1993) suggest that one of the 
most important determinants of the meaning of a type of work, as well as of how that work 
is conducted and rewarded, is its association with a particular gender. The degree to which 
workers accept the identity implied by a job and perceive it as honorable, worthwhile, and 
suitable for them is in fact determined in part by the degree to which they can interpret their 
work as expressing their gender in a satisfying way. Both male and female workers 
organize their manifold activities and mold service encounters with the intention of 
reflecting, expressing, and doing their gender (West and Fenstermaker 1993; West and 
Zimmerman 1987). Even in jobs whose demands and components are incongruent with 
the workers' notion of gender-appropriate behaviors, they strive hard to reinterpret and 
renegotiate the job's meanings in order to maintain and support their proper gender 
identities. In other words, doing gender is fused with doing the work itself. Interpersonal 
interactions offer countless occasions for the expression of normative conceptions of 
womanly and manly natures. For example, women agents reproduce their gender in 
interactions with clients and co-workers by being caring and attentive to the feelings of 
others or simply by being preoccupied with relational issues. On the contrary, their male 
peers perceive their job as manly by thinking about their interactive work in terms of 
2 Leidner's (1993) study on McDonald's window workers and insurance agents confirms that service workers 
feel psychologically less vulnerable when they believe that clients resist the prescribed scripts and routines 
rather than reject themselves personally. 
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control. What is more is that as members of society, our actions are held accountable; and 
we would design our actions bringing to bear how we might be seen and described by 
others, and therefore subject to the scrutiny of normative conceptions of appropriate 
femininity and masculinity. West and Fenstermaker (1993) note that “to the extent that sex 
categories are omnirelevant circumstances of action, they provide others with an 
ever-available resource for interpreting these actions" (p. 157). This notion of 
accountability further suggests the possibility of describing actions in serious and 
consequential ways (Heritage 1984: 136-7). Therefore, if agents fail to do gender 
appropriately, they as social individuals might be called to account for their gender natures, 
characters, and dispositions, and might even experience negative sanctions. 
Furthermore, as many sociologists (Acker 1990; Leidner 1993; Pierce 1995 and 
1996; West and Zimmerman 1987) have advanced, the effects of the mandatory demands 
of the constant "doing" of gender are asymmetrical and hierarchical since doing 
masculinity often means exerting control and domination while doing femininity generally 
suggests showing deference and subordination. In this chapter, I will fiirther examine how 
male agents redefine their roles as interactive inferiors and develop strategies of asserting 
masculine power and competence in order to accommodate and preserve their sense of 
maleness and, similarly, describe how female agents, when facing the harsh and tough 
demands inherent in the job of selling life insurance, work to de-emphasize the masculine 
aspects of the job and try to renegotiate the meanings of femininity in everyday work 
activities. All these explain how "doing" gender contributes to the reinforcement and 
reproduction of gender roles and ideologies and the subordination of women by men. In 
sum, I would investigate how gender - being a man or a woman - shapes the work 
experiences of life insurance agents and their interpretations of their selling job and how 
these individual ways of making sense of work situations reproduce their gender identities 
and the asymmetrical power relations between genders. 
5.2 Shifting Alliances: The Three-Way Dynamics of Control 
In the life insurance industry, the participation of clients or prospects 
fundamentally alters the dynamics of the contest over control of the selling and general 
work processes. Instead of simply being a struggle between life insurance agents and their 
managers whose interests are assumed to be directly opposed, the process of selling life 
insurance presents a more variable three-way pattern. Therefore, we could no longer take 
for granted that the interests of agents and managers are in conflict - that is, we could not 
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suppose that agents or their customers would resist managerial control efforts. In fact, the 
alignment of interests of these three parties varies in different work situations when selling 
life insurance. There are three possible shifting patterns of alliance of interests: alliance 
between agents and managers, alliance between agents and clients, and alliance between 
managers and clients. As Leidner (1993 and 1996) predicts, although the alignments of 
interests among these three parties are fluid and unstable, every organization is likely to 
have a dominant pattern of alliance in service interactions. From field observations, I 
identify two major types of alignments in the life insurance industry: alliance of interests 
between agents and their managers and that between agents and their prospects or clients. 
It can be argued that managers and clients share an interest to exercise control over agents 
as both of them aim at high quality services. Managers perceive that premium customer 
services provided by agents would increase companies' profits and reputation while clients 
want professional and dedicated agents who could serve them for life and offer efficient 
services. However, my focus will only be limited to alliances between agents and the other 
two parties since these two patterns genuinely reflect agents' work autonomy and 
individual agency - how they mobilize their limited resources at work for their interests and 
to increase their job satisfaction. 
Urged by the commission and overriding systems, at Mutual Trust, agents' and 
managers' interests are often aligned in the effort to persuade prospects and clients to buy 
policies and to maximize the premiums. Detailed sales scripts are designed to teach agents 
how to respond to different enquiries and objections raised by clients in sales encounters. 
Although it is difficult to provide an all-inclusive list of solutions and conversations, 
formulas are recommended to help agents to proceed smoothly through the sales 
interactions 3 Claiming the purpose of equipping agents, especially those who are green, 
with comprehensive ideas of how to deal with clients at work, management at Mutual 
Trust mutes their agents' resistance to the otherwise "ridiculous" scripts and various types 
of prescribed emotions and displayed feelings. To a certain extent, the scripts and formulas 
give agents some sense of what is required of them, which help limit the demands placed 
on them, and also make them feel confident enough to do their jobs without the presence 
and assistance of their managers. 
Apart from these formal drilling sessions and workshops, agents always discuss 
3 In the drilling script, especially designed for agents at Synergy, the formula of handling objection is: first, 
expressing understanding, second, overcoming objection by explaining the benefits of financial security, and 
third, asking for and confirming appointments. 
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their cases amongst themselves and ask experienced managers to give them advice in 
dealing with close-minded and recalcitrant customers. During the period in which various 
incentive schemes were launched (discussed in details in Chapter 3), all agents were eager 
to produce more business, sell as much as possible, and ask for yearly premium payments 
instead of the monthly ones. All these helped agents generate the greatest amount of 
commissions earned within the period and thus obtain more lucky draw coupons and have 
more chances to get golden plaques. An agent recalled her successful case in the agency 
assembly: 
The client is my university lecturer. I know her very well and we 
have been keeping in touch with each other for a few years. I had 
not dared ask her to buy any life insurance from me. But she 
showed an interest to know more about life insurance a few weeks 
ago and so I did a "fact-find" for her and gave her a proposal. 
Finally, I made the sale and the case size is huge. During the 
process, I continuously consulted several experienced managers. 
They taught me how to demonstrate to my client her protection 
needs. In the beginning, I hesitated to ask my lecturer to pay 
annually. You know it costs several thousands dollars. I thought it 
might have been better for her to pay on a quarterly or monthly 
basis though I believed that she could afford to pay annually. 
Desmond and Rico [both are her managers] designed for me 
methods to urge her to pay yearly, so I can earn the total first-year 
commission all at once instead of waiting for twelve months. It 
also helped me get more coupons and increased my chance to get 
the gold! (#27, quotation from observation) 
The example shown above evidences that managers and agents share an interest in 
controlling the behaviors of prospects. In this industry, as most prospective customers are 
resistant to anything related to life insurance, in order to overcome their reluctance, life 
insurance agents are often willing to stick to the prescribed sales scripts and management 
dicta. Some agents even request experienced managers to join fieldwork with them. The 
commission system and the unpopularity of life insurance agents help explain why most 
life insurance agents tend to embrace rather than resist the organizationally imposed work 
routines and selling behaviors. Managers also want to help their agents practically and as 
much as possible. A manager in a recruiters' drilling workshop mentioned, 
In order to retain your agents, it is important to show your personal 
care and concern over your downlines. Help them as much as you 
can. Apart from discussing cases, please go and join fieldwork 
with them. It will be of no use to talk to and drill with them. The 
most effective way is to demonstrate to them how to handle 
prospects, present sales quotations, overcome difficulties, and 
close deals at the field. Don't leave them alone. Make them happy 
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and provide them with a supportive working environment. 
Otherwise, they will leave and you'll feel frustrated! (#1, 
quotation from observation) 
It fiirther reveals that it is to managers' interests to give hands to their agents. 
Threatened by the high turnover rates which would adversely affect their team spirit and 
attracted by the overriding commissions, managers are eager to devise various marketing 
strategies and to devote time to their agents, which help agents produce business and retain 
them in the sales teams. It also demonstrates that employers and workers are not 
necessarily antagonistic to each other. Agents' acceptance of management-imposed 
control strategies bears no resemblance to the hostility of industrial workers who are 
depicted to react abruptly against their foremen and managers. The presence of 
troublesome clients makes managers and agents collude with each other to control the third 
party. On the one hand, by employing managers' prescribed work routines and methods, 
agents would have some sense of mastery of their work as they feel they could manipulate 
prospects and clients to advance their economic interests. This leads to job satisfaction. 
On the other, the overriding commission system and high turnover rates tend to 
synchronize the interests of managers with those of their agents. Managers would allow 
agents to have some leeway and autonomy in performing their work. It gives agents more 
room to maneuver. In sum, because both managers and agents benefit when agents 
maintain the upper hand in interactions with prospects, agents tolerate organizational 
control efforts while managers give agents more control over their work. 
Although agents and life insurance companies share an interest in persuading 
prospects to participate in service interactions they might wish to avoid, at other times, this 
alignment of interests shifted. In Chapter 3,1 have depicted several cases in which agents 
showed discontent with the underwriting policies of Mutual Trust. The company does not 
encourage agents to sell life insurance to "risky" prospects. Many agents mentioned that 
Mutual Trust was very conservative and did not want to insure individuals who had high 
risks. Owing to these strict underwriting guidelines, agents have many complaints and feel 
very frustrated. They are in a dilemma: on the one hand, they are agents who represent 
Mutual Trust and are urged by their managers to protect their company from risky cases. 
On the other, they are told that they should be dedicatory in promoting morally superior life 
insurance to every one. Then, which side should they take? And whose benefits should 
they identify more with? Under such circumstances, most agents place their clients' 
interests in the first priority. However, it does not imply that agents conceal the truth, cheat 
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the company, and sell life insurance to medically ineligible prospects, or have the intention 
to pursue their own economic interests at the expense of their company. Instead, from my 
field observations, I have learned that facing the imposition of loadings on their prospects' 
insurance application, agents respond to this dilemma in three different ways. In the first 
instance, agents accept the fact that their prospects are in risky enough situations to ensure 
financial security. They would explain the real situation to their prospects and urge them to 
purchase life insurance, though loaded, as soon as possible in order to protect themselves. 
In such cases, agents do not express any grievance towards Mutual Trust though they still 
identify with their clients' interests. Secondly, agents would consult their managers 
concerning the loading matter. In some cases, their managers would talk to the 
underwriting department and ask for more specific reasons. Sometimes, agents and their 
managers successfully negotiate with Mutual Trust to lower the loading rate. Thirdly, 
when the negotiation between sales agents and Mutual Trust fails to lessen the rate, in order 
to protect clients' interests, agents would recommend their prospects to other life insurance 
companies which could provide clients with a more reasonable premium rate. The latter 
two responses represent agents' alliance with their clients and resistance to Mutual Trust. 
Even more, the third response demonstrates that the alignment of interests between agents 
and clients is at the expense of Mutual Trust. Although it is argued that agents would not 
get any commission if they suggest prospects to purchase life insurance from other 
companies, the alliance helps consolidate their relationship and build up prospects' trust 
and confidence in the agents. To reciprocate agents' kindness and benevolence, these 
prospects might refer their "healthy" friends to the agents, bringing agents other material 
benefits. It can be seen that Mutual Trust would inevitably lose their customers, who could 
pay extra premiums and thus make the deals more profitable. What is more is that it 
reduces Mutual Trust's popularity as other prospects would not attempt to purchase life 
insurance from this conservative company. It further loses the business potential of these 
"high-risk" prospects. 
Apart from referring their prospects to other life insurance companies, agents work 
to advance the interests of both their clients and themselves，simultaneously reducing 
Mutual Trust's profit. During the period of my field research. Mutual Trust introduced a 
new insurance package, which includes basic life, accident, and medical coverages. 4 
4 It is a life insurance package which is the first of its kind in the life insurance maiket of Hong Kong. A 
release of its name and its target group of prospects would necessarily make the company's name known. 
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However, as suggested by many agents at Mutual Trust, this package is not for the best 
interests of clients. Compared with purchasing this package, it is cheaper for clients to 
purchase the same combination of insurance in a general policy. Perry told his client, 
Last time, I introduced the package to you and you're interested in 
it. So I have worked out a proposal specifically catering for your 
needs. Let me introduce it to you: instead of selling you this 
package, I have designed a similar plan for you. It also includes all 
the items which are in the package. However, my proposed plan is 
cheaper and more flexible, which is for your greatest protection 
and financial benefits. (#28, quotation from observation) 
Ultimately, the prospect accepted the plan designed by Perry. When I later asked 
him how would he explain to his client if she inquired why Mutual Trust introduced such 
an expensive but "defective" life insurance package, he laughed: 
I will just frankly tell her that some life insurance products are not 
perfect and good to particular clients. Therefore, it is important for 
a life insurance professional, that is, me, to judge which products 
are the best in catering for the specific needs of clients. In 
considering her situation, my proposed plan is for her greatest 
benefits in the long run. Anyway, I think I shouldn't have let my 
prospects know about the package; it is the most ridiculous and 
idiotic product I have seen in the life insurance market! (#28, 
quotation from causal conversation) 
Since agents prefer their own designed plans, this new package is seldom sold. 
Although Mutual Trust still gains profits from agents' self-designed life insurance plans, 
agents' rejection to their company is explicit and they work to advance their clients', 
instead of their company's, greatest interests. 
Whether agents recommend prospects to buy life insurance from other companies 
which offer more reasonable rates or market their proposed cheaper life insurance 
packages, it is evident that agents make good use of their resources within their work 
constraints to advance the interests of both clients' and theirs. Working under the strict 
underwriting guidelines of Mutual Trust and being offered only a limited set of products, 
agents feel frustrated as they could not provide clients with life insurance at a competitive 
rate. Nevertheless, the relative freedom from company's supervision gives them space to 
create other strategies which help them maintain rapport with their potential clients and 
pursue long-term material interests. These also represent the conflict of interests between 
agents and their companies. Agents interpret that their clients are those who generate 
commissions for them and it would be better to build alliance with them. 
Hence, it is for the confidential reasons to describe only the general features of the life insurance package 
Chapter 5 
Managing the Service Workplace 116 
Inspection of the three-way dynamics of control further reveals workers' agency, 
autonomy, and control at work. Instead of simply victimizing service workers, by probing 
into the actual work processes and the everyday workplace dynamics, we could explicate 
how agents mobilize their various resources and opportunities at work, such as a lack of 
direct supervision, detailed sales scripts, managers' sales experiences and professional 
knowledge, in order to advance their interests, such as commission incomes, customers' 
trust and rapport, etc. It also suggests that the contest for control is unstable and the 
alliances are shifting in different situations. The involvement of service recipients in the 
work process complicates the deterministic employer-employee struggle suggested by 
labor process theorists. In brief, since these three parties are likely to have their own sets of 
interests, they are not necessarily antagonistic towards each other; rather, they actively 
build alliances with different parties in different situations in order to achieve a "win-win" 
result. And in most instances, the alignment of interests between two parties is opposed to 
those of the third one. 
5.3 Maintaining a Sense of Self: Gendered Strategies of Resistance 
In the last section, I have argued that the three-way relationship among agents, 
employers, and clients in interactive service work challenges the existing resistance model 
assumed by labor historians and sociologists of work. Moreover, by allying with another 
party to control the third one, agents improve their work situations in various ways and feel 
some sense of autonomy. These examples enhance our understanding of workers' 
individual agency. Workers would identify with other parties under particular settings to 
advance their economic interests. Apart from the control and material benefits they obtain 
at work, life insurance agents engage in other forms of activities to maintain their private 
selves and personal feelings, to actively resist the maltreatment they encounter in sales 
interactions, and to reinterpret their jobs as satisfying ways to enact their gender identities. 
During my field observation, many agents at Synergy joined several seminars 
organized by an experienced agent. Although some agents and I did not attend these 
workshops, attendants shared the content in assembly meetings, drilling sessions, and 
among themselves. An agent told her co-workers what she had learned in a workshop 
titled "48 Ways of Handling Objections," 
marketed by Mutual Trust. 
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Charles [the instructor] taught us that having been rejected an 
appointment by prospects on the phone, we should say a few 
words to prospects before hanging up, such as, "Thanks for 
spending a few minutes talking to me over the phone. I guess it is 
not an appropriate moment for us to meet each other right now. 
Anyway, I am looking forward to talking to and seeing you in the 
near future." If prospects hang up first and hence you don't have a 
chance to say these words in the call, you can just read the whole 
sentences aloud to the phone or you can even call them back right 
away and speak them to prospects. (#29, quotation from 
observation) 
Some agents who had tried this method shared that they would feel better and more 
comfortable after saying the words. By wrapping up the conversation, they do not feel that 
they have been awfiilly re&sed or that the ongoing discussion is rudely terminated. Instead, 
they perceive that prospects are close-minded and have been misled by wrong concepts 
about life insurance as they do not acknowledge the preciousness of financial security. 
What is more is that by "sincerely" showing gratitude to prospects even in the face of 
abuse, agents feel that they are better people than prospects who are uncivilized and 
impolite. These reinterpretations of demeaning and outrageous treatments help protect 
their dignity. By using these behavioral and cognitive defensive mechanisms, their 
job-induced emotional pressures and hard feelings could be lessened. 
Apart from developing these self-defensive mechanisms, life insurance agents try 
to establish greater distance from the prescribed missionary and sympathetic work roles. 
Some agents refuse to take on the enthusiastic and dedicatory persona that the management 
tries to impose; they deliver their lines exactly as written in the sales scripts and carry out 
their tasks in ways that are taught in training programs with minimal emotional 
commitment. Joining fieldwork with agents, I came to realize that although many of them 
handled prospects' objections in methods suggested by managers, prospects, sometimes, 
challenged the methods and logic of these methods. Instead of reducing the grievances and 
disagreements of clients, agents face another objection more difficult to handle. It 
demonstrates that the taught methods do not work well. Encountering these difficult and 
boorish customers who pose harder rejections and refusals, agents interpret the demeaning 
treatments as an attack on the sales scripts and they do not take the abuse personally. This 
strategy of role detachment provides a shield against injuries to the agents' selves. The 
distancing enables them not to perceive incidents of abuse as a result of their personal 
5 It is a common practice for established and top agents to hold their own individual selling workshops to teach 
sales techniques and salesman psychology and for agents to participate in these one-day courses for learning, 
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faults and hence not to interpret prospects' rude and inconsiderate behaviors as assaults on 
them. It can be concluded that when one's work role is a subordinate one, role distancing is 
valuable, which provides agents with psychic protection from humiliations and insults. 
Even agents who are willing to be sincere and empathetic might make subtle 
adjustments in their demeanors to lessen their emotional involvement and to protect their 
sense of private selves. An agent's experience helps demonstrate how he combines 
complete detachment with perfect enactment of the prescribed work role. 
The gaining of clients' trust and rapport depends on how well we 
play the drama. For example, I visited an existing client yesterday. 
His wife bugged me right away and asked me to give her advice 
concerning employing a domestic helper. Actually, I don't know 
her very well but every time I visit her husband, she will spend at 
least half an hour talking to me. I guess my image is good and they 
trust me very much. Hence, she wants to consult me on everything. 
In fact, I don't listen to all her words but only pretend to be 
attentive. I will give her responses and comments at appropriate 
moments. (#1, quotation from in-depth interview) 
He further added that it was important to develop such skills. Conducting several 
interviews every day, agents would easily feel exhausted. The only way to minimize 
chances of burnout is to interact with clients with a show of deep empathy, but without 
thinking much and without engaging personal feelings. Like strategic actors in The 
Presentation of Everyday Life (Goffman 1959), these agents view social interactions with 
clients as a carefully stage-managed affair. It represents their resistance, though silent and 
hidden, to the emotional hazards of their work. Without overextending themselves into 
their work but distancing themselves from the agents' role, they succeed in rejecting their 
subordinate position and the role as "emotional absorbers." Taking place behind a facade 
of conviviality and subservience, resistance, which is out of clients' sight, might be for 
their utmost benefits. 
In fact, all these role disengagement and self-defensive mechanisms are implicit 
and not subversive forms of resistance. In order to fare well in the life insurance industry 
and to tolerate the ever-more-demeaning work situations, agents should continuously 
perform these psychological protective activities. Nevertheless, agents involve in many 
other activities which evidence their actor's agency. Instead of passively suffering from 
hidden injuries and other adverse working conditions, they are actively resisting, 
reformulating, or rejecting the coercive forces they experience in service encounters. To a 
advancing, and refreshing their skills and knowledges. 
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certain extent, these activities result in attacks and challenges on the “love, care, and 
concern" ideology promoted in the industry. As the ideology is too overwhelming, agents 
develop ways to evade it in order to maintain an authentic sense of self. By constantly 
renegotiating the boundaries between the self and work roles, they are able to maintain 
their self-respect on the job. Accordingly, I have identified five resistance and coping 
strategies that life insurance agents have innovated to resist the "feeling rules" implicit in 
the “love, care, and concern" ideology and in their occupational roles in order to deal with 
emotional degradation they encounter on the job: (1) perceiving themselves as private 
entrepreneurs; (2) "illiterating" the clients; (3) defining themselves as occupational 
transients; (4) personalizing the relationship; and (5) being nice. According to my field 
observations and interviews, these tactics are not neutral in gender terms, but are instead 
gendered. Male agents are more likely to employ the first three while their female 
counterparts tend to rely on the latter two. These gendered strategies of resistance 
demonstrate that men and women agents have different interpretations of their work roles 
and service encounters. They construct meanings of their job and respond to the 
prescription of deferential demeanors according to the notions of gender-appropriate 
behaviors. 
In the first strategy, almost all male agents perceive themselves as independent 
business persons who have their own loyal clientele, are able to devise their own styles of 
selling, and have full control over their own career destiny. In fact, this sense of 
independence is fostered by the commission system in the life insurance industry, which 
releases agents from financial dependence on their companies, and by the limited 
circumscription of managerial authority, which indirectly augments the scope of their 
autonomy. Wayne shared his case in a drilling session, 
Although I am committed to give premium services to my clients, I 
am not obligated to offer them 24-hour services. Many years ago, 
a prospect called me at 2 a.m. I did not receive the message until 9 
a.m. that day. Then I rushed to the hospital to see what I could do 
to help him. He challenged why I could not keep my servicing 
promise, as I had not gone to see him in the hospital immediately 
after the call at 2 a.m. At that moment, I was very furious and 
talked back: "Don't you think that there is a difference between 2 
a.m. and 9 a.m.? Even if I had come at 2 a.m., I could not have 
offered you any help as the claims department was not open at that 
time!" I am confident that I have been giving clients a full set of 
services. I am not a 7-11 convenience store [which is open 24-hour 
a day]. (#30, quotation from observation) 
Indeed, many agents believe that they help others solve financial problems, and 
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some male agents regard themselves as offering clients lifelong advantage. Jimmy taught 
his agents how to respond when prospects asked for discounts, 
Never do this; it is unethical. If all customers ask for discounts, we 
can't survive. Our business is doomed to go bankrupt. Just tell 
them that discounts would bring along discounted services for 
them. All we receive are professional and business maintenance 
charges. (#17, quotation from observation) 
Compared with his previous job as a restaurant customer representative, Roger told 
his fellow workers that being a life insurance agent is more controllable and flexible, 
As an owner of an individual firm, I have a full control over my 
business. I can arrange my own working time. I can have a choice 
of my clients. When I was at Garden World [the restaurant he 
worked for], I had to introduce Garden's services to its customers. 
Usually, the people only asked for information and, most 
importantly, prices, but were not able to afford those luxurious 
gourmet items. Nevertheless, I had to entertain them and showed 
them the ballrooms and menus at their most convenient time. I 
was paid to do so. On the contrary, right now, I can screen my 
prospects and talk to those who can afford life insurance, or to be 
more accurate, those who are willing to pay me more than US$200 
every month [a US$200 monthly premium is considered to be an 
above-average case], (emphasis added) (#31, quotation from 
observation) 
Wayne, Jimmy, and Roger all acknowledged that selling life insurance was not 
only a job which gave them income, but also a career. It was a business since they had to 
bear risks and were responsible for all successes and failures. Free from company's 
intervention, they were allowed to enjoy a large extent of freedom. They could choose 
their clients and decide upon their working schedules. 
Since these male agents regard themselves as private entrepreneurs who are 
responsible for all profits and losses, they are very serious about their business and their 
clients and try their very best to secure their commission and clients. As mentioned before, 
conflicts between Mutual Trust and agents occur when agents think that their prospects are 
unreasonably rejected and asked for loading. James yelled at the staff at the underwriting 
department and asked them to explain why his prospect's case was not accepted, 
I am skeptical on your so-called professional knowledge and 
judgement. Have you forgotten the fact that what I do provide for 
your salaries? I employ you to help me produce business! (#32, 
quotation from observation) 
This event demonstrates that agents not only actively express their resistance to clients, but 
also to other staff members of their insurance company. 
Chapter 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 121 
All these cases reveal that male agents, though engaged in a demeaning selling job, 
justify their work by assuming the roles of independent businessmen who have full 
autonomy over their life insurance business. What is more is that most male agents regard 
themselves as sales soldiers who fight against recalcitrant clients. They enjoy persuading 
those customers: 
It is really challenging. Every time, when I do a fact-find for my 
prospects, I am like a detective who can know about all their 
personal matters and read their minds. I also feel like lama soldier 
who can attack their defending lines and “rob” them. I have a lot 
of fiin getting money from clients' pockets. It tests my intelligence 
and ability. (#7, quotation from in-depth interview) 
Both metaphors - private entrepreneurs and sales soldiers - show their manliness 
and help de-emphasize the widely regarded inferior status of one selling life insurance. 
Perceiving themselves as independent business persons who could control their own career 
destiny and entrepreneurial development, they establish and maintain control in 
interactions with clients. Agents could refuse to serve those prospects with little business 
potential and even express their discontents towards clients. With self-perception as sales 
soldiers, they regard each sales encounter as a conquest; successfully producing business 
means winning over their clients. These conceptualizations of the work as an arena for 
realizing their entrepreneurial dreams, proving their abilities to manipulate stubborn clients, 
and, in sum, enacting their masculinity, allow these male agents to accept working 
conditions that might otherwise have been seen as unacceptably frustrating and submissive. 
The element of competition and the battle of wills implicit in their interactions with 
customers seem to be major factors which allow agents to interpret their work as 
masculine. 
In the case of Combined Insurance (Leidner 1993), facing insults and abuse, the 
male agents would remain calm and would not talk back or fight against the clients. They 
reinterpret their calmness and passive acceptance of the ill treatment as demonstrating their 
capacity of maintaining themselves and their dignity; they even think of themselves as 
winners. Their counterparts at Mutual Trust, on the contrary, reinterpret prospects' 
rejection and humiliation as an indication of their ignorance and illiteracy. For example, as 
explained in Chapter 3, most agents regard clients' objections and rejections as due to some 
misunderstandings about life insurance. Alvin told his agents， 
Don't be so serious about prospects' questions. They don't know 
much about insurance and hence it is natural for them to raise 
questions. As life insurance professionals, our main task is to lead 
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prospects to understand their protection needs and to give them 
advice. We should take the lead, not vice versa. If they reject our 
kind offer, just forget it, as many people are still very stubborn and 
not aware of the importance of long term financial planning. (#9, 
quotation from observation) 
Tommy added, 
Alvin, you're right. I always regard objection-handling as my 
show time - to show my professionalism in life insurance, 
(emphasis added) (#5, quotation from observation) 
By interpreting prospects as ignorant and shortsighted, these male agents boast 
their self-image and believe that they are more superior. Similarly, Phillip's encounter 
supports these men's claims that their clients are fools. 
One of my clients is reluctant to pay premiums on time and always 
forget to deposit money in the bank. His policy almost lapsed. 
Though I feel very annoyed and sometimes frustrated, I am not 
angry. It is because he is poorly educated and fails to accept the 
life insurance concept. I have been doing my part well; that's not 
my problem! (#33, quotation from in-depth interview) 
A manager even regarded his clients as moral inferiors: 
When I first joined the industry, I called my school friends. A few 
of them were very critical towards me. They teased me with a 
debasing tone, ”Oh! You have become an insurance man (versus 
an agent) and are now begging me to purchase insurance from you. 
But I am very busy and I don't want to entertain you." These guys 
were very mean and didn't treat me as equals. However, haha! 
Last week, I went to my annual high school reunion dinner. I saw 
them. Their attitudes towards me changed dramatically. Such 
despicable people! They tried to please me by ingratiating me as a 
manager leading dozens of agents and asking me to tell them more 
about my life insurance business. Under recent economic 
depression, as accountants and solicitors, they have to humble 
themselves and entertain me as I can give them respectable 
business opportunities, (emphasis in original) (#5, quotation from 
observation) 
He fiirther reminded his agents, 
We don't need to mind all those ridicules. Remember that you are 
not competing with your clients right now; we must win over them 
in the long run. We are engaging in a rising business. (#5, 
quotation from observation) 
Telling agents their unlimited business potentials and promising prospects, Joe not only 
regards himself as persistent and tough, which are all masculine qualities, but also 
degrades these clients as ignorant and morally inferior to him. 
In fact, these first two strategies serve a very important fiinction by reversing the 
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asymmetrical relationship between a life insurance agent and a client. The low status agent 
selling unpopular life insurance products and services becomes an all-knowing and 
competent life insurance professional and an autonomous entrepreneur who runs big 
business. Meanwhile, the client becomes the helpless, ignorant, and superficial person 
who is condemned as inferior. By redefining their relationships with clients and treating 
them as idiots, these male agents actively reject their assumed submissive status. What is 
more is that their moves of recasting their social positions could be thought of as a means 
of empowerment for them; they feel powerfiil, indispensable, and superior. All these 
instances of perceiving themselves as private entrepreneurs and looking down upon their 
illiterate clients demonstrate that these male agents are able to contest some social 
definitions of hierarchy and to engage in open insubordination, which convey a sense of 
power and action. It fiirther strengthens their masculinity as they are successful in their 
career, financially independent, knowledgeable, longsighted, and tough. 
Not all men openly resist to abuse and ill treatments, though some still struggle to 
maintain their self-esteem and self-image as men. These male agents do not identify 
themselves as sales agents who are committed to providing customers with lifelong 
services and treating them as personal friends. Instead, they define themselves as 
occupational transients. From my observations and interviews, I found two types of 
occupational transients. One group of men regard that being life insurance agents is not 
their desired career; all they aim at is to become successful and top managers in the 
industry. Christopher's biography clearly reflects the mentality of this type of occupational 
transients. 
I didn't have any commercial working experience and I did not 
major in business or economics. However, I was very eager to 
enter the commercial field and my sole choice was to become a life 
insurance agent. For me, being a life insurance agent is only a 
means to an end — performing management task. I can't imagine 
that as a man, I have to travel between places with a bulky suitcase 
and promote life insurance to every one. This will be totally 
disastrous and I can't tolerate it! Instead, being a top manager 
leading a huge agency office, I feel great. Apart from earning 
money, you see I am so powerful and all my agents respect me. I 
guess I have a strong desire to pursue power. (#1, quotation from 
in-depth interview) 
Christopher's career, in fact, engaged in a "revolving door" pattern. Being a man 
in a low status performing a demeaning task, he nevertheless aimed at getting promoted 
from a sales agent to a top manager in the very first place. Without any commercial 
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knowledge and experience, being a life insurance agent was his only opportunity to enter a 
faster track to take up management position which is perceived as more prestigious, 
powerful and, more importantly, masculine. In fact, many other men have, implicitly and 
explicitly, shown their intention to pursue a management career path. By defining their 
existing inferior selling job as a stepping stone to a more powerful management position, 
these male agents are able to negotiate the meanings of manhood in the workplace and to 
reinterpret their professional sales activities to suit their masculine gender. 
Male agents in the other occupational transients group confess that they have little 
concern for their job or clients but only regard the job as a way to make lucrative profits 
and plan to leave when their financial goals are met. An agent admitted that when he first 
joined the industry, he only aimed at earning money. Throughout these few years, he has 
developed a loyal client base and a sales team. Being challenged that many business were 
more profitable than the life insurance one, he frankly told me that he was waiting for an 
opportunity for a more promising and lucrative career. 
I believe in the life insurance concept and the indispensability of 
financial security. On the one hand, it really helps other. On the 
other, it gives me money and a career. Nevertheless, I don't think I 
will stay in the industry for life. (#6, quotation from in-depth 
interview) 
For him, being a life insurance agent is a means to end - money and a better future. 
Agents like him are willing to tolerate the job because it is temporary. Nick commented, 
You see those so-called top agents. Though many fellow workers 
envy them, they are just servants respectfiilly serving their masters 
[clients and prospects]. I have always heard of their miserable 
selling experiences: their prospects don't show up but they have to 
keep waiting, they are verbally insulted and subject to ridicule, 
they are ignored by passers-by, they rush to hospitals to see their 
sick clients, etc. For me, no way! I don't want to serve my clients 
for life; it would be a damned job if I am required to flatter them 
forever. Right now, I please them simply because I want to earn 
greater commissions. (#34, quotation from in-depth interview) 
All these cases show that some male agents take this emotionally degrading job 
just for money. Whenever they believe that they have earned enough money or whenever 
a better opportunity emerges, they would quit their life insurance job without any 
hesitation. By regarding themselves as occupational transients and not taking their 
"temporary" job seriously, they can more easily forget and neglect job-induced frustrations 
and stress. 
While male agents demonstrate their resistance in a manly way, their female 
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counterparts adopt a different style of resistance strategies and do them according to their 
"appropriate" gender identity as women. The commonest strategy among these female 
agents is to personalize their relationships with clients. By treating their clients as their 
personal friends and taking advantage of the friendship, these women could successfiilly 
prevent their clients from downgrading existing life insurance policies and also produce 
new business. 
After rationally analyzing the pros and cons of downgrading the existing life 
insurance plan with her client, Margaret raised her pitch to that of a little girl, 
I am not letting you downgrade your policy! (#35, quotation from 
observation) 
After the interview, Margaret shared with me, 
Actually, I am very acquainted with the client. She has been my 
friend for many years and I understand her personality very well. 
She will be willing to take my advice after I uninterruptedly bug 
her and talk to her. She doesn't mind giving up little money or 
benefits as we are good friends and she trusts me very much. (#35, 
quotation from casual conversation) 
By using her so-called women's bond and sensitivity towards others, Margaret 
successfully maintained her business. 
Having listened to new agents complaining about the unwillingness of their 
prospects to sign the application form, Stella asked, 
How much does it cost? (Only seventy dollars a month.) Are they 
[prospects] your friends? (Yes.) Fine, just force them to sign. You 
don't need to explain to them in details. They can afford it and it 
must be good for them; why don't you just go ahead and force them 
to sign the application? (#36, quotation from observation) 
By personalizing their relationship with clients, these female agents feel they are 
capable of influencing their friends' decisions, and hence perceive of themselves as 
important and powerfiil. However, I am skeptical on whether all these feminine strategies 
of resistance could effectively work to their advantage. Their managers and fellow 
workers would probably challenge them as unethical since they do not place their clients' 
interests on the top priority. It fiirther reinforces the popular belief that their success largely 
relies on their feminine natures, such as physical appearance, emotional sensitivity, and 
social relationships, rather than professional expertise and skills. As described by some 
female agents, their friends are willing to purchase "some" life insurance from them 
simply because these clients feel that they have an obligation to help and support their 
female friends, but the same sympathy does not extend to their male friends who are in the 
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industry. This implies that women are still regarded as subordinate and weak, who are 
eager to receive others' help. 
Nevertheless, by personalizing their relationship with clients, female agents make 
new good friends and obtain material benefits from the friendships. Candace told me that 
she would tend to confide her work problems to several existing clients, 
We always hang out and share our everyday life. Since they know 
my work very well, I will tell them all the unhappiness and 
frustrations I have encountered at work. Understanding my work 
pressures and cheering me up, they refer their friends to me and 
ask them to buy life insurance from me and to give me more . 
referrals. So, I enjoy very much talking to my friends, or my 
clients. Our relationship and rapport is fijrther consolidated. 
Treating me as their personal friends, they offer me as much help 
as they could. (#13, quotation from in-depth interview) 
It reveals that not only do clients and prospects exploit agents' personal feelings 
and authentic selves - agents themselves could also exploit their friendships for their own 
economic advantages. Building relationships with clients or prospects helps agents 
generate more new business and clients. Clients would feel uneasy to reject agents' 
requests, and would introduce them to more friends, because they are expected to do 
friends, that is, their agents, favors. Moreover, after telling clients their unhappiness, 
clients would sympathize with their agents, a fact which reduces the possibility of 
transferring their existing policies to other agents. 
Apart from personalizing the relationships with clients, most female agents present 
themselves as nice, considerate, and caring, which help them avoid some aspects of 
emotional degradation inherent in the life insurance selling job. Joining selling interviews, 
I encountered several incidences in which prospects did not show up. In fact, it is not 
uncommon and almost all agents have encountered more than one "no-shows" in their life 
insurance sales career. Though some agents told me that it was inevitable and they got 
used to such events, I discovered that most female agents have creatively developed ways 
to minimize their occurrences and reinterpret these "no-shows" as their future advantages 
over prospects. 
In order to make prospects keep their appointments, Caroline sends invitation 
cards to prospects to confirm appointments. She showed me several cards which she 
would send later. In these cards, apart from clearly stating the date, time, and venue， 
Caroline wrote, "Thank you for giving me a chance to talk to you and I am looking forward 
to sharing my perspectives on financial security and life protection with you." She 
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emphasized that all her prospects kept the appointments and they would even say thank 
you to her since they felt being respected. By sending these grand invitation cards, on the 
one hand, Caroline does not need to call prospects up again to confirm the appointments 
and thus helps reduce the chance of cancellation and change. And on the other, prospects 
reciprocate Caroline's friendliness and seriousness towards them by keeping appointments 
and listening to her financial analyses and proposal presentations. What is more is that she 
could avoid many frustrations and troubles incurred from "no-shows." Being nice and 
respectfiil to her prospects, Caroline successfully eliminates clients' reluctance and 
improves her work conditions in real ways. Indeed, her closing ratio is very high and she is 
one of the most productive agents at Synergy. 
As "no shows" are inevitable encounters in the life insurance selling career, agents 
have to reinterpret them in order to minimize the incurred frustration. Having waited for 
her prospect for almost 45 minutes, Sandy told me that it was the third time that the 
prospect did not keep appointment and she got psychologically well prepared. Five 
minutes later, we left. At that moment, I was very furious but Sandy was very calm and did 
not show any grievance. She confessed, 
I am not angry with her though she did not show up or give me a 
cancellation call. In fact, I am in the upper hand as she now owes 
me something. She will probably feel sorry for me. For example, 
last month, a prospect did not keep our appointment. Of course, I 
did not take an initiative to call her up. Then, a few days later, she 
called, explained, and said sorry to me. I pretended to be 
considerate and accepted her apology. "As I guessed you must be 
very busy, I didn't want to disturb you. Anyway, it doesn't really 
matter as I am always available and it is more important for you to 
handle urgent matters first. Have you finished dealing with your 
matters? And can we meet each other tomorrow?" After my 
words, the prospect promised to keep the appointment. I win. 
(#37, quotation from causal conversation) 
Instead of being regarded as pushy, Sandy is believed to be considerate and easy-going by 
the prospect. In order to compensate for Sandy's kindness, the prospect is willing to see 
her and let her proceed smoothly. Both Caroline's and Sandy's cases fiirther show that by 
being nice to their clients and prospects, agents could successfully reduce the demeaning 
treatments they face in their everyday work lives. Even more, they would be rewarded 
materially as their clients reciprocate their kindness. It demonstrates that their feminine 
qualities - such as being nice, considerate, and caring - enable these female agents to 
improve their work conditions. 
In brief, the compliance to emotional and feeling rules of service workers is not a 
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natural, smooth, and uncontested process. Instead, their observance involves a high degree 
of explicit and subversive resistance and conflicts. Studying life insurance agents at work, 
I have discovered that they actively and creatively reject the job demands of deference and 
subordination. What is more is that these resentment and resistance are conducted 
according to the normative conceptions of womanly or manly natures. All subversive 
activities afford them many resources for doing their proper gender identities. 
5.4 Job Satisfaction: Gendering Consent and Autonomy 
In Manufacturing Consent (1979), Burawoy advances that under monopoly 
capitalism, workers are not forced but rather consent to the labor process. Autonomy and 
satisfaction are given to factory workers who would otherwise resist managerial control 
strategies. Owing to the commission-based income and the outreaching mode of the life 
insurance selling job, it is difficult to force agents to work hard and to make them feel 
committed to their affiliated companies. Therefore, an ideological system of control is 
constructed to elicit cooperation and generate consent. The consent to the ideology of 
"love, care, and concern" is partially generated by the autonomy agents are given at work. 
Perception of their job as congruent with proper gender enactment also leads to satisfaction 
and consent. As studies on gender and work satisfaction (Collinson 1992; Collinson and 
Knights 1986; Leidner 1993; Pierce 1995 and 1996; Wharton 1993) have found, whether 
workers take pride in the work itself or see it as stigmatizing, whether they work harder 
than is required or put in the least possible effort, and whether they identify themselves 
with the job or seek self-definition elsewhere, are determined not just by physical job tasks 
and objective working conditions but by the degree that workers can interpret their work as 
expressing their gender in a satisfying way. During my fieldwork, I came to realize that 
most agents were positive towards their jobs and were almost totally committed to their life 
insurance selling career. Though the most common satisfaction agents mentioned is the 
autonomy and flexible work schedules, I discovered that male and female agents had 
different gender-specific explanations towards job satisfaction. 
As mentioned in the last section, many male agents value the autonomy at work in 
the industry. Under the meritocratic promotion and commission systems, they have 
unlimited career potentials and under the outreaching work mode and the entrepreneurial 
system, they gain full control over their work and their clients. Being one of the male 
agents who perceive himself as a private entrepreneur, Johnny explained. 
The most challenging part of this industry is the "survival of the 
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fittest": the strongest will win and the winner takes all. There is no 
leeway - you either win or lose. If I don't work hard to excel, 
others would kick me out. I have to encounter thousands of 
unpredictable persons and situations, and I could utilize my 
intelligence to overcome all these difficulties. My agents and 
clients are means to my end - being a top manager in the industry. 
(#31, quotation from in-depth interview) 
Interpreting his job as controllable and autonomous, he enjoys it very much as it 
proves his adaptability and persistency, which are masculine qualities valued in our 
competitive business world. Although Johnny's tenets are opposed to the dedicatory 
persona and altruistic relationships promoted at Synergy, he could still derive much job 
satisfaction from the discretion he is given. Not overseeing Johnny's interactions with 
clients, his fellow workers do not exactly read his mind but they regard him as their model. 
Believing that he could have unlimited earning opportunities and a promising career 
prospect, Johnny is willing to tolerate the ridiculous sales scripts and to share his cases with 
other agents. He regards himself as tough, long-sighted, and popular, who does not take 
clients' ridicules seriously but enjoys the rewards and prestige he has garnered in awards 
presentation ceremonies. 
Indeed, most male agents told me that the best thing in the life insurance selling job 
is that they have a choice. Agents could choose either excelling in the industry or enjoying 
the freedom. Like Johnny, most male agents and managers told me that they liked the 
career potential inherent in the job the most. In fact, this reason is always cited by 
successftil agents and managers who have been in the industry for years. However, for 
other average or marginal male agents, their consent and satisfaction are not generated 
from the lucrative income potential. Instead, they strive to redefine their professional 
activities to reconcile the conflicts between their masculine gender and the "loser" label. 
Harry, who has been a life insurance agent for almost four years, is an average 
agent struggling to meet sales quota every month. Sarcastically labeled as "Mutual Trust's 
pillar," he regards the label as a sign of others' friendliness rather than insult. During my 
field observations, apart from meeting him in morning assemblies and several compulsory 
drilling workshops, I seldom saw him in the office calling his prospects or preparing for his 
sales appointments. When challenged as a lazy agent, he defended, 
I am not lazy but I want to enjoy my life. I prefer playing golf and 
participating in several water sports. And it is totally fine for me to 
stay in this industry engaging in part-time employment. No one 
can fire me unless I can't succeed in meeting the production 
requirement or comply with agency's regulations. (#34, quotation 
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from in-depth interview) 
Taking advantage of the outreaching mode and the commission-based income 
system, Harry was able to strike a balance between work and private life. Instead of 
adapting the dominant definition of masculinity in terms of career and financial success，he 
regards himself as a "yuppy" who has full control over both arenas of work and life. He 
fiirther claims that the other most important reason for his sales under-performance is that 
he has a strict selection criteria on his clients, 
I am not one of those who would sell life insurance to any one. 
Only those I like will be given an opportunity to share my 
philosophies and perspectives on life. Indeed, I know many 
friends in clubs and bars, but I don't want my professional role and 
activities to contaminate our pure friendship. (#34, quotation from 
in-depth interview) 
It is difficult for us to prove whether it was his strict client-selection criteria which 
have adversely affected his business performance. Nevertheless, what could be asserted is 
that without the autonomy provided in the life insurance selling job, male agents like Harry 
would not have stayed in the industry. Instead of regarding themselves as losers, they 
actively negotiate the meanings of their masculinity in the workplace by refusing to offer 
lifelong services to those who defined as undeserving. They conceive of themselves as 
powerfol and wise as they could judge prospects and avoid some foreseeable troubles. 
In some ways, female life insurance agents' perception of the selling job is similar 
to that of their male counterparts. Both men and women agree that their job requires 
enthusiasm, hard-work, self-motivation, aggressiveness, sensitivity to others, etc. 
Nevertheless, they have different interpretations of these characteristics. Regarding the 
autonomous work nature, Natalie, who is in her thirties, claimed that though it was not the 
primary consideration for choosing this job in the very first place, it has proved to be really 
suitable for her as a woman married with children. She mentioned, 
After I gave birth to my son, my working schedule has changed. 
Though it is not a regular day-time work and I have to spend 
evenings meeting my prospects and customers, I can make some 
adjustments. I only allow myself to spend two evenings a week for 
sales interviews. So, I can have more time left and spend it on my 
family. Also, if my son gets sick, I can negotiate another 
appointment time with my clients. When my son entered the 
kindergarten last year, I could have a one-week leave to take care 
of him since it is expected that little children have emotional 
problems when first going to school. (#35, quotation from 
in-depth interview) 
She knows clearly that had she still been working for a bank, she could not enjoy 
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such privileges. It can be seen that the flexibility of the job allows Natalie to strike a 
balance between work and family: on the one hand, she could earn a wage, and on the 
other hand, she could take care of her family when it needs her. Thus, it reveals that men 
and women agents have different interpretations towards the flexible nature of their job. 
While male agents enjoy the "fast-track" career path, their female peers take advantages of 
its controllable work schedule. 
Not all female agents are married or devoted to their families. Most female agents 
highlight the fact that their horizons are widened and they learned to understand their 
families and existing friends better after joining the industry. Esther, after looking back the 
nine-month experience in life insurance sales, explained to me, 
I have learned a lot in this industry. It trains my patience, 
persistence, and social skills. Not every person can accept the idea 
of life insurance within a short period of time and we have to be 
patient and educate them continuously. I see different types of 
people every day and I have dealt with the most troublesome 
people in the world. It is a really interesting and challenging job 
and I don't think that I could have gotten such experience if I were 
still a personal secretary sitting in an office all day. (#38, quotation 
from causal conversation) 
Instead of acting as a "Barbie doll" in the secretariat position, she preferred to become a 
life insurance agent, which allows her to be treated as a competent individual rather than a 
sexualized object and which gives her a sense of personal empowerment. Nevertheless, 
her new work in selling life insurance enables her to be nurturing, to express concerns for 
others, and helps her develop her verbal dexterity and sensitivity to nuance, all normatively 
feminine qualities. In brief, her work affords her several resources for doing the feminine 
gender. By performing the life insurance selling job, she is able to enact and reinforce 
several feminine natures - being docile, patient, sociable, and subservient. 
What is more is that many female agents mentioned that the interactive work 
inherent in selling life insurance offered them great opportunities to better understand and 
communicate with their existing friends, opportunities that would be lacking in everyday 
encounters, and to fiirther consolidate the friendship. Kelly explained, 
In the past, my friends and I just hanged out with each other. We 
shared our work lives and love affairs. Since most of us were very 
tired after work, we seldom told each other about our worries and 
concerns as we expected that others would not like to listen to 
those sad things. After I joined the industry, I began to discover 
that our quality of conversations has changed. Owing to my work, 
I have to understand their perspectives and values. By sharing 
with each other，we see one another in a more holistic way. 
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Sometimes, I even feel like I am making new friends. I know 
details about them, details that their partners even haven't known. 
They've entrusted me with personal secrets. (#14, quotation from 
causal conversation) 
For sharing clients' most intimate details of their lives, these female agents are 
highly satisfied. In the same vein, joining a closing interview with Cinderella, I saw that 
she was extremely excited after the client had purchased a life insurance policy, which cost 
seventy dollars a month, from her. She joyously called her managers and told them that 
she had successfully produced business from a client from Po Leung Kuk's charity 
program. She said to me, 
I couldn't believe it! Everything goes smoothly. This is only the 
second time we met each other, and she is willing to trust me for 
life and to buy life insurance from me. (#21, quotation from causal 
conversation) 
Entrusted by an unacquainted prospect, Cinderella expressed a high degree of satisfaction. 
In fact, most female agents value the conversation with their clients. They even 
spend hours to those who show no interests in buying life insurance. From my 
observations and interviews, I was surprised that they engaged in a wide range of 
conversation topics, from personal values, family, work, to life goals. By sharing with 
prospects, these women, on the one hand, believe that they leam some new experiences 
and on the other, feel liberated as they could break the hierarchical relation between agents 
and clients by equally telling others something about oneself. 
Julie, who left the life insurance industry, commented that being an agent for six 
months, she learned a lot and gained much by joining Synergy. When I first met her, she 
explained: 
I left Synergy, not because of the agency office, but because of 
other personal reasons. Managers and agents there are nice, 
encouraging, and helpful. We are just like living in a big family 
and every one shares his or her own experiences. You should be so 
glad that you are there and I am confident that you can get a lot of 
interesting data, (a displaced agent, quotation from in-depth 
interview) 
Few months later, when I saw Julie again, she confessed that she left the industry simply 
because of her parents' opposition. Believing that her parents' expectations were more 
important, she left the sales force in order to be a filial daughter. Moreover, her managers 
supported her decision as the “love, care, and concern" ideology emphasizes one's loyalty 
to one's family. They even introduced to her another customer servicing job in which she 
could continue enacting her female gender. 
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In sum, the life insurance selling job gives women a sphere in which they could 
accumulate social experiences and enjoy economic independence and autonomy, and 
simultaneously offers them opportunities to interact in authentic, nurturing, and 
cooperative ways that do not violate their sense of womanhood. Compared with male 
agents who are occupational transients and would not stay in the industry for life, these 
women, have strikingly different interpretations towards their existing job and enjoy the 
selling job and the interactive work with their clients. They perceive of their job as a good 
opportunity for accumulating social experiences and equipping them with adequate 
knowledge. Inherent in such perception is an "appropriately" feminine sense of 
insufficiency, dependency, and childlike helplessness. 
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CHAPTER 6 Theorizing the Labor Process in 
Service Work Organizations 
Michel Wieviorka (1992) states that casing is a process of refining existing theories 
and generating new conceptual categories. The study of cases is invoked to make linkages 
between theoretical ideas and empirical evidence. In this research, I start with an empirical 
puzzle concerning management control in interactive service work and aim at using 
theories in the labor process paradigm to make sense of my empirical findings. The 
purposes of casing the selling of life insurance in Hong Kong are both empirical and 
theoretical. It is empirical in the sense that I probe the mechanisms of labor control in life 
insurance selling and examine the practice of ideological control. It is theoretical because 
it casts lights on a new understanding of labor control strategies and emotional labor, both 
having implications for the post-industrial service economy and interactive service work in 
general. The interplay between theory and evidence advances our understandings of 
workplace dynamics in interactive service workplace and sharpens theories and concepts 
in the labor process theoretical paradigm. In the following, I briefly summarize the 
empirical findings and theoretically informed analyses of my case in the life insurance 
industry of Hong Kong. As a concluding chapter, I shall make a response to theory of 
labor process and theorize upon the work process in interactive service workplace. 
6.1 Motivations in Work Organizations 
With the idiosyncrasies in the life insurance industry of Hong Kong (as 
characterized by the outreaching mode of work, the commission-based income system, the 
prevalence of high agent turnover rates, the unpopularity of life insurance agents, etc.), 
how could life insurance companies and their managers get agents to work with neither the 
carrot of a (fixed) salary (because it is based upon commission) nor the stick of supervision 
(because of the outreaching mode of work)? Although it has widely been documented 
(Collinson and Knights 1986; Oakes 1990; Young 1991; Yu 1997) that the opportunity for 
earning a lucrative commission is a principal motivator and an ultimate goal for people 
joining the life insurance sales force, I discover that monetary returns are not sufficient in 
maintaining continuously high levels of sales productivity and retaining productive agents. 
Instead, work motivation can only be achieved when material incentives are backed up by 
an ideology that causes agents to identify with the management goals and to commit to 
their life insurance business wholeheartedly. On the one hand, managers have to provide 
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agents with a social glue in the workplace in order to maintain a high team spirit. On the 
other, employers have to make agents feel a sense of achievement, worth, and dedication in 
order to minimize their frustrations experienced at work. 
My findings presented in Chapter 3 show that an ideological system of control 
embedded in beliefs of "love, care, and concern" not only encourages agents to provide 
customers with lifelong personalized and quality life insurance services, but also makes 
agents willing to behave altruistically, in turn sustaining a warm and supportive working 
environment. With the ideal of the "missionary sales personnel," instead of perceiving 
themselves as objects of loathing and ridicule, agents take pride in the moral superiority of 
marketing every one a life insurance policy. The corporate culture and ideology also helps 
generate strong emotional ties and mutual trust between and among agents and managers 
themselves, which obscures the hierarchical structure and exploitative character of the 
overriding commission system. Its design aims to hamper the vicious cycles of mistrust 
and suspicion and to enlist agents' compliance and consent. Using a combination of 
extrinsic and intrinsic rewards, it is possible to generate various forms of "self-control" by 
encouraging agents to internalize with and adopt management values and corporate goals. 
The ultimate objective is to ensure that agents will convey the desired image of the 
company to their clients, which helps elicit the desired response - satisfaction and continual 
patronage - from customers. An recognition of this new form of control, which I term 
ideological control, expands our knowledge in understanding the management control 
mechanisms in interactive service work. 
6.2 Three-Way Dynamics of Control 
Sociologists of work (Knights and Morgan 1991; Leidner 1993; Lopez 1996; 
Macdonald and Sirianni 1996; Smith 1990) note that interactive service work raises 
distinctive problems of control. The involvement of service-recipients in the work process 
fundamentally alters the workplace dynamics. Not only are employers required to extend 
their control efforts to workers' outward demeanors and inner feelings, but managers also 
strive to guide and direct the worker-customer interaction by prescribing detailed sales 
scripts and work routines. The assortment of interests and resources among the three 
parties fiirther complicates the workplace struggle for control. Instead of taking for 
granted that workers and management are always diametrically opposed, I argue that the 
contest for control and the alliances of interests among them are variable. From my field 
observations, on the one hand, marketing strategies and sales talk imposed by managers 
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give life insurance agents more control over their prospects in service encounters and 
protect them from verbal assaults in occasions of prospects raising objections. Even more, 
managers give advice and equip agents with sales strategies to persuade clients and 
overcome their reluctance, in order to work for agents' material benefits - producing more 
business, receiving more annual commission, getting more referrals, and so on. On the 
other hand, internalized with the ideology of "love, care, and concern," agents feel an urge 
to offer clients financial security and lifelong protection. In the face of "over" loadings and 
refusal to insure, the alignment of interests between agents and their companies is 
displaced. Agents resent their employers by overtly expressing grievances and making 
complaints. Urged by the dedicatory ethics which emphasizes the priority of clients' 
interests, agents might even transfer their clients to other life insurance companies, which 
represents that they behave at the expense of Mutual Trust. It fiirther reveals the 
inadequacies of organizational control system in transforming agents into individuals who 
are totally devoted to their affiliated companies. 
By identifying the triangular pattern of relations in interactive service work, I am 
able to pinpoint the limitations of the labor-capital dualism that has characterized studies of 
workplace control. Instead of assuming an automatic resistance of workers towards 
employers, I argue that an attention to the three-way play of control reveals a wider range 
of possible worker responses. In the service workplace, workers are able to negotiate their 
service encounters by building alliances with or exercising control over, different parties at 
different times. The study of the life insurance industry refines the model of control in 
interactive service work organizations and reopens the question of control, consent, 
resistance, and autonomy in the labor process theoretical paradigm. 
6.3 A New Form of Emotional Labor 
Owing to the intangibility of life insurance and its little immediate concrete value, 
agents are demanded to perform intensive emotional and feeling work when selling life 
insurance. Apart from embracing the appropriate emotional postures, presenting 
themselves as sympathetic, and expressing their genuine concerns over prospects, life 
insurance agents have to produce in clients a proper feeling state, consisting of a 
recognition of the paramount importance of getting adequate life insurance coverage, an 
acceptance of the benefits of financial security, and a belief in the trustworthiness of agents. 
Impression management, surface acting, and even deep acting are of little use. In order to 
produce business in a highly competitive life insurance market, agents have to engage in 
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various emotional activities, such as breaking the ice, building friendship with clients, and 
obtaining trust from them. In so doing, private resources of agents, such as individual 
credibility, emotion memories，personal biographies, and deep feelings, are called upon to 
accomplish their selling job. 
The emotional investment and management of selves are particularly critical to the 
commercial success of agents when dealing with clients from cold calls. To enlist clients' 
trust and confidence in them, agents have to take on an active role in treating prospects as 
their personal friends, putting their hearts into clients, and expressing deep concerns over 
customers and their families. In these rapport-building activities, agents tell prospects their 
personal details, share their values and worldviews, and in short, engage in real 
conversation and genuine social exchanges with these "clients-strangers." Precious and 
private resources such as individual experiences, personal biographies, and past memories 
are used to recall their own true feelings, to induce in prospects an "appropriate" emotion, 
and ultimately to make money. As confessed by many agents, continuously doing 
emotional work in marketing life insurance causes burnout and self alienation. 
What is more pertinent is the fact that since the life insurance industry of Hong 
Kong emphasizes relationship marketing and involves relational service exchanges, 
authenticity and genuineness of agents are of utmost importance in maintaining lifelong 
relationship with clients. Trustworthiness, friendship, and mutual trust always work for 
agents' advantages in producing business. However, interpersonal trust and social 
relationships would be broken once agents choose to leave the life insurance industry and 
stop servicing their “clients-friends.’，Even worse, along with such career decisions, agents 
risk losing their individual credibility or personal trustworthiness. Indeed, the emotional 
labor performed by life insurance agents is especially intense, requiring them to mobilize 
private resources and even their souls to enlist trust and cooperation from clients. 
Accordingly, such intensive emotional and feeling requirements pose other forms of 
hidden injuries on agents. Apart from feeling emotionally drained and self-estranged, 
agents suffer from a new form of alienation. They would risk experiencing hurtful 
encounters, such as the loss of individual credibility and the breakdown of interpersonal 
relationships if they do not keep their servicing promises but leave the industry. My 
findings, including the involvement of private resources of agents in marketing life 
insurance and the associated consequences on agents, sharpen Hochschild's (1983) 
theoretical concept of emotional labor. 
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6.4 Subjects in the Workplace 
A major weakness of the labor process theoretical paradigm is its standard model 
of resistance of employers towards workers. With the presence of service-recipients in 
interactive service work, the contested terrain of power is opened up for further 
examination. As mentioned earlier, bringing the variations of resources and interests of the 
three parties into their struggle for control in service encounters, the resistances and 
alliances are variable at different times. All these demonstrate the indeterminancy of the 
control of the workplace. It further reveals the individual agency of workers to shift 
alliances in order to strive for their own benefits. 
Instead of portraying workers as helpless victims of managerial power, I have 
illustrated in Chapter 5 that life insurance agents are capable of, in very real ways, actively 
reinterpreting their demeaning job to maintain personal dignity and creatively formulating 
strategies to improve their work conditions. To facilitate the discussion of agents' 
individual agency, I divide their strategies of resistance into two types: (1) implicit and 
silent and (2) explicit and subversive. In the first strategy, agents engage in role distancing 
and self-defense mechanisms which protect them from injuries to their individual selves 
and personal feelings. They even strategically interact with and manipulate their prospects 
to advance their profits. In fact, most agents at some points of their life insurance selling 
career employ these silent forms of resistance. In order to stay in the industry, agents need 
to develop such skills to deal with their clients and to relieve themselves of work-related 
stress. Although mostly unseen, these resistances help lessen the psychological sufferings 
in performing intensive emotional labor. Strategies in the second category are more overt 
and subversive, which demonstrate agents' challenges of, and objections to, the 
overwhelming ideological system of control in the service workplace. For instance, most 
male agents define their boorish and difficult customers as idiots and moral inferiors who 
do not treasure their kind offers. Some of them even perceive their work as a temporary 
job which provides them with a faster track to success and express that they would not 
hesitate to leave their clients when given other occupational opportunities. These 
resistance strategies and reinterpretations of their work role highlight the inability of 
corporate ideology to solicit agents' commitment to the dedicatory ethics and servicing 
ideals promoted in the life insurance industry. Nevertheless, studying life insurance agents 
at work enables me to look into their subjective interpretations of work experiences and to 
understand how agents consent to and resist against management control, as well as feel 
satisfied with and autonomous in ways of expressing their gender identities and 
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personalities. 
6.5 Limitations of the Present Study 
There are several limitations in the present study. Theoretically, in this study, I 
only focus on the success of ideological control without critically evaluating the 
effectiveness of this control mechanism on agents. In fact, high agent turnover rates are 
still prevalent at Synergy, a fact which adversely affects the team spirit. Moreover, the 
self-defensive mechanisms, Machiavellian approach, and explicit and subversive 
strategies of resistance employed by agents and even managers evidence the defects and 
inaptitude of the ideological system of control to instill in agents total commitment to their 
clients and Synergy. Then, how do we account for a new form of labor control in the 
interactive service work context? To what extent, does it represent an effective form of 
control in the interactive service workplace? In addition, my field data suggest that there 
are several open conflicts between agents and Mutual Trust's underwriting staff Agents 
shouted at these staff and showed mistrust towards them. Given the ideology of "love, care, 
and concern" suffused within Synergy and Mutual Trust, how do we account for these 
open conflicts? To what extent, are agents more identified with their companies than with 
their clients? Further speculations and studies on the three-way dynamics of control and 
the triangular relationship, within which agents, managers, and clients ally with different 
parties under different situations, are needed. An examination of various types of 
interactive service work would even enable us to construct typologies for understanding 
control dynamics in service workplace. 
Methodologically, although the life insurance industry of Hong Kong is well 
developed and mature enough to make life insurance companies mostly homogeneous in 
business operations, Synergy, in fact, is a "deviant" agency office as evidenced by its 
comparatively low turnover rates (the agent turnover rates of Synergy was 25 per cent in 
1998 and 1999 while it was 49 per cent in 1997 for the whole industry) and its fast pace of 
expansion (it expanded from less than 20 in 1997 to almost 250 persons in 1999). It takes 
ideological control to an extreme and managers at Synergy strive hard to cultivate an 
altruistic and warm working environment. It is possible that other types of agency offices 
exist in the industry. For example, as described in Chapter 3, a speaker at LUAHK 
Convention explained the change of his agency office's philosophy from a 
commercial-oriented one to a "help-oriented" one. It can thus be inferred that there are 
agency offices and life insurance companies in Hong Kong which emphasize the 
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"commercial idiom." In these money-motivated teams, what kinds of control mechanisms 
do managers adopt? Are material rewards a sufficient and effective means of motivation in 
these companies? To what extent, are material rewards able to solicit agents' cooperation 
to produce as much business as they can and to strengthen agents' commitment to their 
clients and affiliated companies? It will be of more theoretical and sociological 
significance to compare various types of teams in the life insurance industry in order to 
evaluate the effectiveness of ideological system of control in getting agents to work hard. 
During my field observations, although I got a lot of opportunities for joining 
fieldwork with many agents and managers to examine how they performed their emotional 
labor when interacting with clients, the observed selling interviews only represented part of 
the picture. As mentioned in Chapter 4, some agents declined my requests for joining their 
sales interviews because of several reasons: (1) Since prospects are from cold calls, it is not 
justifiable to conduct a group interview instead of an individual one; (2) Since clients are 
agents' friends or close relatives, it is not appropriate for me, a stranger, to engage in their 
personal and private conversations. All these deprive me of chances to understand the 
emotional investment and the involvement of agents' inner selves and deep feelings in 
these extreme contexts. Theoretical-informed data could probably have been generated 
from these sales encounters and customer service interactions. 
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Appendix 1 
List of Authorized Life Insurers in Hong Kong # 
American Family Life Assurance Company of Columbus 
American International Assurance Company (Bermuda) Limited 
American International Assurance Company, Limited 
Asia Insurance Company, Limited 
Assicurazioni Generali Societa per Azioni 
AXA China Region Insurance Company (Bermuda) Limited 
AXA China Region Insurance Company Limited 
AXA Life Insurance Company Limited 
Blue Cross (Asia-Pacific) Insurance Limited 
BOC Group Life Assurance Company Limited 
Canada Life Assurance Company of Great Britain Limited - The 
Canadian Eastern Life Assurance Limited 
China Insurance Company, Limited 
China International Reinsurance Company Limited (R) 
China Life Insurance Company, Limited 
CIGNA Worldwide Insurance Company 
Citystate Asia Pacific Insurance Limited 
Clerical Medical Investment Group Limited 
CMG Asia Life Assurance Limited 
CMI Insurance Company Limited 
CRC Protective Life Insurance Company Limited 
Crown Life Insurance Company 
CUNA Mutual Insurance Society 
Dah Sing Life Assurance Company Limited 
Eagle Star (International Life) Limited 
Eagle Star Life Assurance Company Limited 
East Asia Aetna Insurance Company (Bermuda) Limited 
Generali International Limited 
Guardian Assurance Public Limited Company 
Hang Seng Life Limited 
Hongkong and Shanghai Insurance Company, Limited 
HSBC Insurance Limited 
HSBC Life (International) Limited 
Imperial Life Assurance Company of Canada - The 
Geneva, Life Insurance Company 
Appendix 1 
Managing the Service Workplace 142 
Lloyd's Underwriters 
Manufacturers Life Insurance Company - The 
Manulife (International) Limited 
Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance Company 
Metropolitan Life Insurance Company of Hong Kong Limited 
Munich Reinsurance Company (R) 
New York Life Insurance Worldwide Ltd. 
Old Mutual Life Assurance Company (South Africa) Limited 
Pacific Century Insurance Company Limited 
Pacific Life Assurance Company, Limited — The 
Phoenix Assurance Public Limited Company 
Principal Insurance Company (Hong Kong ) Limited 
Prudential Assurance Company Limited 一 The 
Prudential Insurance Company of America - The 
RGA Reinsurance Company (R) 
Royal & Sun Alliance International Financial Services Limited 
Royal Skandia Life Assurance Limited 
Swiss Reinsurance Company (R) 
Scottish Provident International Life Assurance Limited 
Sincere Life Assurance Company Limited - The 
Sun Alliance and London Assurance Company Limited 
Sun Life Assurance Company of Canada 
Tai Ping Life Insurance Company, Limited - The 
Transamerica Occidental Life Insurance Company 
Winterthur Life 
Zurich Life Insurance Company Ltd 
# (R) denotes a pure reinsurer. 
N.B. This list includes insurers which were authorized as at 30.9.1999 but had ceased writing 
insurance business in or from Hong Kong thereafter. Reference should be made to the Register of 
Authorized Insurers kept by the Insurance Authority regarding the authorization status of individual 
insurers. 
Source: Data extracted from Office of the Commissioner of Insurance, Office of the Commissioner of 
Insurance and the Registrar of Occupational Retirement Schemes Hong Kong: 1999 Annual Report 
(Hong Kong: The Government of Hong Kong Administrative Region, 1999), p. 86-91. 
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Appendix 2 
Chart 1 Career Path in Life Insurance Industry 
Career Agent Agency Management 
Executive District Director 
• 








Senior Business Manager Senior Unit Manager 
I I 
Business Manager Unit Manager 
• I 
Assistant Business Manager Assistant Unit Manager 
Life Insurance Consultant 
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Appendix 3 
Personal Information of Informants 
Informant No. Rank/ Position  
^ Top Management Rank 
^ Top Management Rank 
^ Middle Management Rank 
M Life Insurance Consultant 
^ Top Management Rank 
^ Middle Management Rank 
Middle Management Rank 
M Middle Management Rank 
#9 Top Management Rank 
Middle Management Rank 
祖 Middle Management Rank 
Top Management Rank 
Life Insurance Consultant 
^ Life Insurance Consultant 
^ Top Management Rank 
#16 Middle Management Rank 
Top Management Rank 
Life Insurance Consultant 
#19 Life Insurance Consultant 
Life Insurance Consultant 
Middle Management Rank 
^ Middle Management Rank 
Life Insurance Consultant 
#24 Life Insurance Consultant 
Middle Management Rank 
#26 Life Insurance Consultant 
Middle Management Rank 
#28 Life Insurance Consultant 
Middle Management Rank 
Middle Management Rank 
^ Middle Management Rank 
Life Insurance Consultant 
Middle Management Rank 
Life Insurance Consultant 
Middle Management Rank 
Life Insurance Consultant 
Middle Management Rank 
Middle Management Rank 
#39 Life Insurance Consultant  
Life Insurance Consultant 
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* It indicates the rank or position of informants when my fieldwork and in-depth interviews were 
conducted. For confidential reasons, I collapse all positions into for ranks: (1) top management rank 
includes executive district director, senior district director, district director, and district manager; (2) 
middle management rank includes branch manager, senior unit manager, unit manager, and assistant 
unit manager; (3) career agent includes senior business manager, business manager, and assistant 
business manager; and (4) life insurance consultant. 
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